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Prefatory Note 


At the end of this book the reader will find a list of the books to which I 
have had constant recourse. Long though it is, that list is of course too brief 
to be regarded as even a sketch bibliography of the subject. Omissions 
must be explained by the strict necessities of selection rather than by any 
adverse judgment on my part. 

It was impossible, in the range of a single volume, to narrate the history 
of Scotland and of Ireland along with that of England. The relations be- 
tween the three countries have been explained whenever it seemed neces- 
sary, but in the narrowest compass. For the same reason the history of the 
British Empire has here been dealt with only in its relation to the internal 
history of England. 

I am greatly indebted to Mr. A. V. Judges, Lecturer at the London 
School of Economics, of the University of London, who was good enough 
to read my typescript, and whose criticisms I took fully into account. And 
my friend and translator, Hamish Miles, has been, as ever, a most valued 
counsellor. 


A. M. 






Chapter I 


The Situation of England 


“We must always remember that we are part of the Continent, but we 
must never forget that we are neighbours to it.” Bolingbroke’s words de- 
fine the primordial facts of England’s position. So close to the Continent 
docs she lie that from the beach at Calais the white cliffs of Dover are 
plainly visible, tempting the invader. For thousands of years, indeed, Eng- 
land was joined up with Europe, and for long ages the Thames was a 
tributary of the Rhine. The animals which returned to roam the country 
after the Ice Age, and the first hunters who followed on their tracks, 
crossed from Europe on dry land. But narrow and shallow as the straits 
are which now sever the island of Britain from Belgium and France, they 
have nevertheless shaped a unique destiny for the country which they 
protect. 

“Insulated, not isolated.” Europe is not so far away that the insularity 
of English ideas and customs could remain unaffected. Indeed, that in- 
sularity is a human fact rather than a phenomenon of nature. In the be- 
ginnings of history England was invaded, like other lands, and fell an easy 
victim. She lived then by husbandry and grazing. Her sons were shep- 
herds and tillers of the soil rather than merchants or seamen. It was not 
until much later that the English, having built powerful fleets, and feeling 
themselves sheltered within a ring of strong sea defenses, realized the 
actual benefits of insularity, which freed them from fears of invasion and, 
for several centuries, from the military requirements which dominated the 
policy of other nations, and so enabled them safely to attempt new forms 
of authority. 

By a fortunate chance, the most accessible part of England was the 
low-lying country of the southeast, which confronts the Continent. If the 
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The Miracle of England 

land had happened to slope in the other direction, if the Celtic and 
Scandinavian sea-rovers had chanced upon forbidding mountains on their 
first voyages, it is probable that few of them would have attempted in- 
vasion, and the history of the country would have been very different. 
But their vessels came with the inflowing tides deep into well-sheltered 
estuaries; the turfed chalk ridges made it possible to explore the island 
without the dangers of marsh and forest; and the climate, moreover, was 
more kindly than that of other lands in the same latitude, as Britain lies 
in a gulf of temperate winters produced by the damp mild mists of the 
ocean. Thus every feature of the coastline seemed to encourage the con- 
queror, who was also the creator. 

This accessible part of England lies exactly opposite the frontier which 
severs the Germanic from the Roman languages (nowadays, the Flemish 
from the French), and was thus destined to be open equally to the bearers 
of the Roman and Latin culture, and to those of the Teutonic. History 
would show how England characteristically combined elements from both 
these cultures, and out of them made a genius of her own. “Her East 
coast was open to Scandinavian immigrants, her South to Mediterranean 
influences reaching her through France. To the Teutons and Scandi- 
navians she owes the greater part of her population, numerous traits of 
character, and the roots of her speech; from the Mediterranean peoples 
she received the rest of her language, the chief forms of her culture, much 
of her organising power.” In this respect England differs profoundly from 
France or Italy, in both of which the Latin basis is always dominant, de- 
spite certain Germanic contributions, and also from Germany, where 
Latin culture was never more than an ornament, and often was indig- 
nantly rejected. England was thrice subjected to contact with the Latin 
world — by the Roman occupation, by Christianity, and by the Normans 
— and the impress left by these Latin influences was deep. 

Paradoxical it may seem, but it is true to say that England’s position on 
the globe changed between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. To 
the races of antiquity and the peoples of the Middle Ages, this mist-clad 
country represented the farthest fringe of the world: Ultima Thule, magi- 
cal and almost inhuman, on the verge of hell itself. Beyond those rocks 
battered by ocean billows lay, to the west, the sea that had no end, and 
northward, the everlasting ice. The boldest of the bold ventured thither 
because they could find gold and pearls, and later wool; but how could 
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The Miracle of England 

they imagine the prodigies which the future held for these islands? 
Those were days when all human activity was founded, directly or in- 
directly, on the Mediterranean basin. It needed the barrier of Islam, the 
discovery of America, and above all the emigration of the Puritans, to 
shift the great trade routes, and to make the British Isles, confronting a 
new world, into the most advanced maritime base of Europe. 

Finally, it was in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that England’s 
insular position, after allowing her behind the shield of her fleet to attain 
a higher degree of domestic liberty than Continental peoples could reach, 
enabled her through that same maritime instrument to conquer a world- 
wide empire. The mastery of the seas, which solved the problem of na- 
tional defense inherent in England’s geographical situation, serves as one 
key to her political and imperial history. And the invention of the airplane 
is for her the most important and the most perilous development of our 
times. 
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Chapter II 


The First Traces of Man 


The first page of England’s history is not, as has often been said, a blank. 
It is rather a page inscribed with the letters of several alphabets to which 
we have no key. Some parts of the country, especially the rolling chalk 
Downs of Wiltshire, are scattered with monuments of prehistoric origin. 
Near the village of Avebury can be seen the vast ruins of a megalithic 
structure, a cathedral in scale. Great avenues lead up to circles built of 
more than five hundred monoliths, and a rampart with a grassy inner 
ditch incloses a spacious circle. Today, standing on that earthwork, one 
can see a few hundred yards away an artificial mound which overlooks 
the surroundings levels, and must have required as much toil and faith 
and courage for a primitive people to raise as was needed by the Egyptians 
to erect the monuments of Gizeh. On every ridge hereabouts lie the ir- 
regular outlines of turf-covered barrows, some oval, some circular, which 
are the graves of chiefs. Inside their stone chambers have sometimes been 
found skeletons, pottery, and jewelry. These heroic burial-grounds, the 
simple, majestic shapes of earthworks rising on the skyline, the bold 
definite contours of ramparts, circles, and avenues, all indicate the presence 
of a civilization already well developed. 

Time was when historians chose to portray these primitive Britons as 
overawed by the forests of the weald, haunted by gods and beasts, and 
wandering in small groups of hunters and shepherds who took refuge 
on the hills. But such monuments as those at Avebury and Stonehenge 
seem to prove the existence of a fairly numerous population fully two 
thousand years before the Christian era, customarily united for common 
action under an accepted authority. Grassy tracks ran along the ridges 
and served the earliest inhabitants as roadways, many of which converged 
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on Avebury and Stonehenge, which must have been highly important 
centers. Many of these roadways retained their importance for travelers 
into modern times; and nineteenth-century cattle-drovers and the English- 
man’s motor-car today have followed the ridgeway tracks which overlook 
valleys once blocked by swamp or forest to early wayfarers. Thus, ever 
since those mysterious ages, certain unalterable features of human geogra- 
phy have remained fixed. Many of the sacred places of these primitive 
people have become places of enchantment for their posterity. And already, 
too, nature was foreshadowing the positions of towns yet to be. Canter- 
bury was the nearest point to the coast, on that line of road, from which 
it was possible to reach certain ports so as to fit in with the tides; Win- 
chester occupied a similar situation to the west; London itself retains few 
traces of prehistoric life, but was soon to become conspicuous because it 
offered convenient shelter, at the head of the safest estuary, at the mouth 
of a stream, and was also the nearest point to the sea where it was possi- 
ble to throw a bridge across the river Thames. 

Whence came those clans who peopled England after the disappearance 
of palaeolithic man and at the end of the Ice Age, bringing with them 
cattle, goats, and swine.? Their skeletons show two races, one with 
elongated, the other with broad, skulls. It used to be held that the long 
skulls were found in oval barrows, the broad ones in round barrows. This 
was convenient, but inaccurate. Unfortunately, the round barrows revealed 
long skulls, and it calls for a great many intellectual concessions to dis- 
tinguish two distinct civilizations in the mcgalithic remains of England. 
The name of Iberians is generally given to these primitive inhabitants, 
and they are supposed to have come from Spain. Spanish or not, they 
were certainly of Mediterranean origin. The traveler returning from 
Malta is struck, at Stonehenge, by the resemblance between the megalithic 
monuments of two places so far apart. It is more than likely that in 
prehistoric times there existed in the Mediterranean, and along the At- 
lantic seaboard as far as the British Isles, a civilization quite as homogene- 
ous as the European Christendom of the Middle Ages. This civilization 
was introduced into England by immigrants, who retained contact with 
Europe through traders coming in search of metals in Britain, and barter- 
ing the products of the Levant or amber from the Baltic. Gradually the 
islanders, like the inhabitants of the Continent, learned new technical 
devices, the arts of husbandry, the methods of building longboats and 
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manipulating bronze. It is important to have some picture of how slowly 
the progress of men moved during these long centuries. The thin coating 
of historic time is laid over deep strata of pre-history, and there were 
countless generations who left no tangible or visible traces beyond some 
rough-hewn or up-ended stones, tracks, or wells, but who bequeathed to 
mankind a patrimony of words, institutions, devices, without which the 
outcome of the adventure would have been inconceivable. 
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Chapter III 


The Celts 


Between the sixth and fourth centuries before the Christian era, there ar- 
rived in England and Ireland successive waves of pastoral and warrior 
tribes who gradually supplanted the Iberians. They belonged to a Celtic 
people who had occupied great tracts in the Danube basin, in Gaul, and 
to the north of the Alps. I'hey probably began to move because shepherd 
races are doomed to follow their flocks when hunger drives these towards 
fresh pastures. Doubtless human causes also intervened: an adventurous 
chief, the desire for conejuest, the pressure of a stronger people. These 
migrations were slow and steady. One clan would cross the Channel and 
settle on the coast; a second would drive this one farther inland, the na- 
tives themselves being pushed always farther back. These Celtic tribes 
had a taste for war, even amongst themselves, and were composed of tall, 
powerful men, eaters of pork and oatmeal pottage, beer-drinkers, and 
skillful charioteers. The Latin and Greek writers depicted the Celts as a 
tall, lymphatic, white-skinned race, with fair hair. Actually there were 
many dark Cells Vv^ho in the Roman triumphs were sorted out and made 
to dye their hair, so as to produce prisoners in conformity with popular 
ideas for the parades in the metropolis. The Celts themselves had formed 
an ideal type of their own race, to which they strove to approximate. 
They bleached their hair and painted their bodies with coloring matter; 
whence it came about that the Romans later styled the Celts in Scotland, 
Piets, {Picti, the painted men). 

In this slow and prolonged Celtic invasion, two main waves are dis- 
tinguished by historians: the first, of the Goidels, or Gaels, who gave 
their language to Ireland and the Scottish Highlands; and the second, 
of the Bretons or Brythons, whose tongue became that of the Welsh and 
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The Celts 

the Bretons in France. In England the Celtic speech later vanished under 
the Germanic irruptions. There survived only a fev^ words of domestic 
life, preserved, we may suppose, by the Celtic women taken into the house- 
holds of the conquerors, such as “cradle” and certain place names. “Avon” 
(river) and “Ox” (water) are Celtic roots. “London” (the Latin Lun- 
dinium) is supposed to be a Celtic name analogous to that of the Norman 
village of Londinieres. At a much later date certain Celtic words were to 
reenter England from Scotland (such as “clan,” “plaid,” “kilt”) or from 
Ireland (“shamrock,” “log,” “gag”). The word “Breton,” or “Bryth^,” 
signified “the land of the tattooed men” : when the Greek explorer Pythcas 
landed in these islands in 325 b.c., he gave them the name of Pretani\ai 
nesoi, which they have ever since, more or less, preserved. 

Pytheas was a Greek from Marseilles, an astronomer and mathematician, 
dispatched by a merchant syndicate to explore the Atlantic. He was the 
first to turn the beam of history on to an obscure region then regarded 
as on the farthest bounds of the universe. In these fabulous islands Pytheas 
found a comparatively civilized country, whose people grew corn, but 
had to thresh it in covered sheds because of the damp climate. The Britons 
whom he saw drank a mixture of fermented grain and honey, and traded 
in tin with the ports of Gaul on the mainland. Two centuries later another 
traveler, Poscidonius, described the tin-mines and how the ore was con- 
veyed on horses or donkeys, then by boat, to the isle of Ictis, which must 
have been Mont-Saint-Michel. This trade was large enough to justify the 
use of gold coinage, copied by the Celts from the “staters” of Philip of 
Macedon. The first coin struck in England bore a head of Apollo, sym- 
bolic enough of the Mediterranean origins of her civilization. 

The evidence of Julius Caesar is our best source for the Celts’ mode of 
life. They had nominal kings, it is true, with local influence, but no 
serious political sway. Every town or township — every family, almost — 
was divided into two factions, the leading men of each giving protection 
to their partisans. These people had no sense of the State, and left no 
political heritage: both in England and France, the State was a creation 
of the Latin and Germanic spirits. United, the Celts would have been 
invincible; but their bravery and intelligence were nullified by their dis- 
sensions. The Celtic clan rested on a family, not a totem, basis, which 
forges strong links but hampers the development of wider associations. 
In countries of Celtic origin the family has always remained the unit of 
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social life. Amongst the Irish, even where they have settled in America, 
politics remain a clannish concern. Even in Caesar’s time these clans had 
a strong liking for colors, emblems and blazonry. The Scottish clan tar- 
tans are probably of Celtic origin. According to Caesar the rural community 
life with communal fields and pastures, so important later in English 
history, is essentially Germanic, and certainly would hardly have fitted in 
with the network of factions described by him. In any case, for these 
partly nomadic people, agriculture was less important than hunting, fish- 
ing, and stock-rearing. In Wales, until the Middle Ages, the population 
kept moving their settlements in search of new hunting-grounds, new 
pasture, and even new farmland. 

The most highly honored class was the priestly one of the Druids, who 
approximate most closely to the Brahmans of India or the Persian Magi. 
The hunger strike, a device which reappeared in Ireland in modern times, 
recalls the dharna of the Hindus, where the Brahman fasts at his ad- 
versary’s door until he has obtained his desire: there is a mental affinity 
between a Gandhi and a MaeSweeney. In Caesar’s time the most famous 
Druids were those of Britain, who forgathered every year at a central 
point, possibly Stonehenge, although their holy of holies was the island 
of Mona (Angclsey). It was to Britain that the Druids of the Belgians 
or Gauls went to seek fuller knowledge of the doctrine, and there they 
learned numerous verses in which the sacred precepts were embodied. Only 
one of these sentences, preserved by Diogenes Laertius, has survived: 
“Worship the gods, do no mean deed, act with courage” — more or less 
the Kipling creed. The Druids taught “that death was only a change of 
scene, and that life is continued with its forms and possessions in the 
World of the Dead, which consists of a great store of souls awaiting dis- 
posal. . . . This population of souls does not seem to have been confined 
to the human race, and they apparently believed in the transmigration 
of souls,” which is another feature in common with the East. 

The Celts of Britain and the Belgians across the Channel were in close 
and constant touch. At the time of the Roman invasion the British Celts 
sent aid to their kin on the Continent, but Caesar noted that the island 
Celts were not so well armed as the Gauls. The Gaulish Celts had aban- 
doned their archaic war chariots, since they had found quite good horses 
in the plains of the Midi. But the Britons, not yet having horses which 
could carry fighting-men, still fought like the Homeric warriors. 
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The Celts 

In Britain as in Gaul, the quick-witted, adaptable Celts were swift to 
imitate the Roman civilization when it had defeated them. “It was Gaul- 
ish teachers, trained in the Druidic school, who gave Gaul her classic 
culture. . . . Later, in the Middle Ages, the Irish monks were to revive 
in Europe the study of Greek and Latin literature.” But the Celts were 
not merely good transmitters of a foreign culture. They had their own 
artistic tastes, and the spiral ornamentation of their weapons, their jewels 
and pottery, shows that they were more fanciful than the Romans ever 
were. They gave to European literature an Oriental sense of mystery and 
a dramatic conception of fatality which are peculiarly their own. The 
Celtic genius left its mark in Europe chiefly, perhaps, through the story 
of Tristram and Yseult, and by that of King Arthur. In the formation 
of modern England, too, the Celtic elements, with their strong admixture 
of Iberian blood, preserved in the western and northern parts of the 
British Isles, have played a great part : in the twentieth century we find 
men of Celtic stock from Scotland, Wales, and Ireland presiding over 
British Cabinets and commanding British armies. , 
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Chapter IV 


The Roman Conquest 


It is difficult for a weak people, living within reach of a great military 
power, to keep its freedom. With Gaul subdued, Britain became the 
natural objective for the Roman armies. Julius Caesar needed victories to 
impress Rome, and money to reward his legions and partisans; and in 
these fabulous islands he hoped to find gold, pearls, slaves. Furthermore, 
he thought it advisable to overawe these British Celts who had sided with 
those of the Continent against his arms. Late in the summer of the year 
55 B.c. he decided to carry out a short reconnaissance across the Channel. 
He sought information first from traders in Gaul, but through ignorance 
or willful enmity they misled him. The favorite device of Caesar was 
to work from inside, moving through one tribe to the next, using one 
against another. But in this improvised venture he was pressed for time. 
Sending forward a vessel to choose a suitable landing-place, he started off 
himself with two legions. The expedition was not too successful. The 
Britons, on the alert, were waiting in force on the shore. The legionaries, 
compelled to leap from their transports into quite deep water, were bat- 
tered by the waves, and under their heavy load of arms could hardly get 
a foothold. Csesar had to order the galleys of archers and slingers to set 
up a covering barrage of projectiles. The strength of the Romans lay in 
the great superiority of their discipline and military science over those of 
the Britons. Immediately after landing, these experienced legionaries v^erc 
able to build a camp, protect their vessels, and make a “tortoise” with 
their joined shields. The Celts had mustered thousands of chariots. When 
this mounted infantry attacked, the fighting-men left the chariots, whilst 
the charioteers withdrew a short distance, in readiness to pick up their 
men again in case of defeat or withdrawal. But notwithstanding some 
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success, Caesar soon realized that his small army was not secure. Heavy 
seas had already destroyed some of his transports, and the equinoctial 
tides were at hand. Taking advantage of a slight success to secure hostages 
and promises, he secretly raised anchor soon after midnight. He had saved 
his face. And on the strength of this inglorious expeition he sent the 
Senate a dispatch in such glowing terms that a supplicatio of twenty days 
was voted to celebrate his victory. 

But Caesar was too much of a realist to disguise the failure to himself. 
He had learned about the nature of the country, the harbors, and the 
British tactics, saw that a conquest would need cavalry, and decided to 
return in the following year (54 b.c.). This time he found the Britons 
united by the pressure of danger and obeying one chief, Cassivelaunus, 
whose territory lay north of the Thames. The Roman army advanced in 
that direction, and when Caesar reached the northern bank of the river 
he entered dexterously on negotiations. Taking advantage of the smolder- 
ing jealousies of the Celtic chieftains, some of whom he incited against 
Cassivelaunus, he secured the submission of several tribes, defeated others 
in the field, and finally, treating with Cassivelaunus himself, fixed an 
annual tribute to be paid to the Roman people by Britain. In point of 
fact this tribute was not paid after the year 52, and for a long time Rome’s 
interest in the Britons was distracted by her civil war. Cicero mocked 
at this “conquest” which yielded nothing but a few slaves, laborers of 
the coarsest type, with not one of them literate or a musician, and at an 
achievement which had been a move in internal policy rather than an 
imperial victory. 

For a century after Caesar’s departure Britain was forgotten. But mer- 
chants came thither from Gaul, by now thoroughly Romanized, and the 
Imperial coinage was current. The poet Martial, in the first century of 
the Christian era, boasted of having readers there, and spoke with en- 
thusiasm of a young British woman who had married a Roman and was 
very popular when he brought her back to Italy. In the time of Claudius, 
various groups urged a conquest of Britain: generals with an eye on 
fame and gain, traders who declared that mercantile security required the 
presence of the legions, administrators who deplored the bad influence 
wielded in Gaul by the Druids, whose center of activity was still in 
Britain, and a host of officials hoping to find posts in a new province. 
In the year 43 a.d., accordingly, Claudius sent over an expedition of four 
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legions (II, Augusta; XX, Valeria Victoria; XIV, Gemina Martia Vic- 
toria; and the famous IX, Hispana,of the Danubian army), totaling about 
50,000 men, inclusive of auxiliaries and horsemen. With such a force 
the conquest appeared easy enough, and resistance did not prove serious 
until the mountain regions of Wales and Scotland were reached. From 
the island of Mona (Angelscy), a center of Druidism, came forth a terrify- 
ing host of warriors in whose midst women with flying hair brandished 
blazing torches, whilst the serried ranks of white-robed Druids raised their 
arms in invocation of the gods. In the southeast, which seemed to be paci- 
fied, the conquerors were momentarily imperiled by a violent rising led 
by a queen, Boudicca, or Boadicea, provoked by the injustices of the first 
Roman administrators. But it was ended by a massacre of the Britons. By 
the beginning of the second century all the rich plains of the south were 
in subjection. 

Roman methods of occupation varied little: they built excellent roads 
enabling the legions to move swiftly from place to place, and fortified 
centers to hold fixed garrisons. Most English towns with names ending 
in ** Chester^* or *'cester” were Roman camps {castra) in the time of the 
occupation. Veterans of the legions, after their term of service, began to 
retire to the small British towns of Camulodunum (Colchester) and 
Verulamium (St. Albans). Towns like Lincoln, Gloucester, and York 
were originally only garrison towns. London (Londinium) grew large 
in Roman times because the conquerors made it a center through which 
passed all the roads linking north with south, the principal one being 
Wading Street, running from London to Chester. The excellent harbor 
of London was used for bringing over supplies for the armies. 

In towns built in their entirety by the Romans, the streets intersected 
each other at right angles, the baths, the temple, the forum, and the 
basilica occupying their traditional places. Before long the south of 
England was sprinkled with small Roman houses. Wall-paintings and 
mosaic floors showed classic scenes — ^thc stories of Orpheus or Apollo. 
Soldiers and officials made their modest attempts to reconstruct the 
backgrounds of Italy in this misty clime. At Bath (Aquae Sulis) —which, 
it has been said, was the Simla of Roman Britain, while London was 
its Calcutta or Bombay— -they built a completely Roman watering-place. 
To this new life the Celts, or some of them at least, adapted themselves. 
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Had they felt a sense of constraint they might have been more rebellious 
but Roman policy respected local institutions and allowed the native tc 
move spontaneously into a civilization endowed with a great prestige 



In any case, Roman immigration was not so large as to be oppressive: 
a few traders and moneylenders, some officers and functionaries. The 
soldiers soon lost their Italianate character. The children of legionaries by 
British women were brought up near the camps, and in due time entered 
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the service themselves. Roman civilization, it has been said, was not the 
expansion of a race, but of a culture. 

This method of peaceful penetration was employed with outstanding 
success by Agricola, the father-in-law of Tacitus (79-85 a.d.). Here was 
a new type of Roman administrator, far removed from the aristocratic 
pro-consuls who had founded the Empire with one hand and pillaged 
it with the other. Agricola was one of the well-to-do middle class, with 
the virtues and weaknesses of that class. A provincial himself, he thereby 
won sympathy from the provincials under his governance, and had a 
clearer understanding of their reactions. He scored a few military suc- 
cesses, but “having learned that little is gained by arms if injustice follows 
in their train, he wished to cut the causes of war at the root.” Agricola 
kept control of affairs in his own hands, appointed honest men to the 
administration, made a stand against the exactions of tax-collectors, and 
strove to encourage the Celts in Roman ways of living. He helped them 
to build baths and markets, and “praising the industrious natives, and 
reproaching the listless, he made rivalry in honor take the place of con- 
straint. He had the sons of the chiefs instructed in Roman ways, and 
gradually they came to wear the toga.” Many Celts at this time became 
bilingual. At Londinium men spoke Latin, and on the wharves, no doubt, 
could be heard Greek and the other tongues of sailors from the Medi- 
terranean. A tile has been found inscribed with the Latin jest of one 
workman at his comrade’s expense: “Aristilis takes one week’s holiday 
every day.” Graffiti of this kind show that some workingmen spoke 
Latin; but for the mass of the people the Celtic dialects remained the 
current speech. 

Religion could not stem this Romanization of Britain. With contented 
tolerance the Romans annexed the unknown gods. The Druidic worship 
they harried, and almost completely destroyed; but this was because they 
saw in it a political danger. The Celtic god of battles, Teutates, became 
identified with Mars. In the larger towns they raised temples to the 
emperors, to Jupiter, to Minerva. Many inscriptions and mosaics un- 
earthed in England invoke the Mothers, Dece Matres, goddesses whose 
cult had doubdess been^ brought from the Continent by foreign soldiers. 
Other legionaries were worshipers of Mithra, and London itself has 
disclosed a temple of the goddess Isis. Christianity was certainly known 
in Britain from the third century. As early as the fourth a bishop of 
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London, Restitutus, is known to have attended the synod of Arles along 
with two others from that country. Small and poor his see must have 
been, for the faithful had not been able to pay for their bishop’s journey- 
ing and a subscription had to be opened for him in Gaul. 

The south and central parts of Britain were thus becoming part and 
parcel of the Empire. But in the north the Roman dominion made no 
headway. On the edge of rough heather moorlands lived the half-savage 
tribe of the Brigantes, and still farther north another Celtic group, the 
Piets, both equally refractory to all peaceful penetration. These dissident, 
uncompromising tribes, attracted by the comparative wealth of the Celto- 
Roman townships, kept making profitable forays into the south, and 
easily escaped the pursuing Roman generals. Thanks to a skillful com- 
bined action by land and sea forces, Agricola thought he had overcome 
them, but whenever the Romans penetrated Scotland their overlong lines 
of communication became too vulnerable, and a raid of Brigantes led to 
a massacre of legionaries. It was in consequence of one such disaster, in 
which the IX legion perished, that the Emperor Hadrian himself came 
to Britain in the year 120, bringing the VI Victrix legion. He abandoned 
the idea of subduing the north, and fortified the frontier by building be- 
tween the Tyne and the Solway Firth a line of fourteen forts, joined at 
first by a continuous earthwork, and soon by a stone wall, to be perma- 
nently garrisoned. In fact, Hadrian abandoned a conquest of the refractory, 
and confined himself, in Caledonia as in Europe, to holding them back. 
This “wisdom” was in time to bring about the fall of the Roman Empire. 



Chapter V 


The Romans Depart 


After the third century the Roman Empire, despite certain impressive 
counterstrokes, was threatened by a threefold crisis, economic, religious, 
and military. Roman capitalism had blindly exploited the resources of the 
provinces; the conflict of paganism with Christianity had sundered em- 
perors and citizens; and military power had collapsed. The system of the 
continuous frontier (a line of forts linked by a rampart) had broken 
down. In Britain it had seemed slightly more effective than elsewhere, 
the line of defense being short. On the Continent it had proved necessary 
to substitute mobile troops for the fortified lines. But even the legions 
found it impossible to battle against the barbarian horsemen. Sword and 
javelin had soon to give way to bow and lance, and the victories of 
the Goths, warriors trained on the Russian steppes, the land of great 
horsemen, foretold the advent of mounted troops in place of the legion- 
aries. This fundamental change affected the art of war for twelve or 
thirteen centuries, predominance passing from infantry to cavalry. And 
to meet the urgent need of a cavalry force, the Empire sought the aid 
of the barbarians, themselves, at first only as auxiliaries, but later as 
enlisted legionaries, until at last the legions contained none else. By the 
middle of the fourth century “soldier” had become synonymous with 
“barbarian,” and the virtues of the armies were no longer Roman in 
character. 

To Britain the barbarian cavalry had no access, and so the Pax Romana 
survived there longer than in the Continental provinces of the Empire. 
The first half of the fourth century, indeed, saw in Britain the apogee 
of its Roman civilization. But there, as elsewhere, the army ceased to be 
Roman. The garrison of the Wall consisted of local units which were 
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stationed there permanently. The first Dacian cohort spent two centuries 
up there, and the soldiers settled down to a colonizing life. Gradually 
the British legions forgot their links with Rome. A day was to come 
when they proclaimed their own Emperor, who went over to the Con- 
tinent to war with pretenders from other provinces. These struggles 
undermined the Empire. The departure of the legions, whether to defend 
the fortunes of their general in Gaul, or because an Emperor in his 
extremity recalled them to Rome, was all the more serious for Britain 
because the civilian sections of the population, during the long-drawn 
Roman peace, had lost their warrior virtues. Neither the rich owners 
of villas, nor the farmers in the Celtic hamlets, nor the slaves, were 
soldiers. It is the danger of a happy civilization that the citizen comes to 
forget that, in the last resort, his freedom depends on his fighting worth. 
When western civilization, after dire suffering, came to rediscover the 
necessity of local defense, it assumed a new form — ^feudalism. 

The raids of Piets and Scots were evils of old standing, almost accepted 
evils. But late in the third century a new danger appeared for the first 
time when the coasts were harried by Frankish and Saxon barbarians. 
There was in existence a Roman fleet {classis Britannica)y intrusted with 
the defense of the North Sea and the Channel. But it was doubtless 
inadequate, as about the year 280 the Empire had to appoint an admiral, 
Carausius, especially for the repelling of Saxon raiders. Accused of show- 
ing more zeal in pillaging the pirates than in defending the province, 
Carausius was threatened with penalties, rebelled, and had himself pro- 
claimed Emperor by Frankish mercenaries whom he had enticed into 
Gaul. Between 286 and 293 this usurper, under the protection of his fleet, 
reigned over Britain and part of Gaul. He was a strange figure, this 
Celtic emperor, whose coins, struck as far away as Rouen, showed the 
figure of Britannia addressing him: *'Exspectate veni'' whilst others 
were in honor of "'Roma aternay But his success is a measure of the 
Empire’s weakness. When order was at last restored by Diocletian, that 
Emperor sought to avoid similar pronunciamentos by dividing power in 
Britain amongst three men: a civil Governor, a Commander-in-chief 
{Dux Britanniarum) , and a Count of the Saxon Shore {Comes littoris 
saxonici), who was subordinate to the Prefect of the Gauls, not to the 
Governor of Britain. Throughout the first half of the fourth century 
this system was effective, and invasions ceased. 
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“The end of the Roman power in Britain took place amid a very de- 
bauch of disorder and military mutiny, all the more inexcusable because 
it broke out at a moment of acute danger to the Empire.” About the year 
384 the legions of Britain raised to Imperial rank their popular and truly 
remarkable leader, Maximus, who left only the garrison of the Wall in 
Britain and took his troops over to Gaul to attack the Emperor Gratian. 
Maximus defeated him, but was himself overcome by the Emperor of 
the East, Theodosius, and beheaded. His legions never returned. An old 
Celtic legend tells of how a Roman Emperor, “Maxen Wledig” (Max- 



imus) fell asleep while hunting and dreamed of a wondrous princess, 
whom he sought and found in Britain. Making her his wife, he raised 
Britain to its apex of glory, but he had been forgotten by Rome and had 
to leave his new realm to conquer the Empire again, taking forth from 
Britain legions which returned no more. The army of Maximus peoples 
the land of the dead. An official list issued between 400 and 430, the 
Notitia Dignitatum, still gives Britain as the province assigned to several 
Roman units, but these lists were doubtless not up to date. Actually, bj 
the end of the fourth century most of the legions had departed for th< 
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land of the dead. At the time of the great invasion of Rome in 410, 
Stilicho, overwhelmed by Vandals and Burgundians, made one last ap- 
peal for reinforcements from Britain. The soldiers who responded, and 
disappeared, were not Romans, but Britons. The province was now 
almost bare of its defenders. 

What happened thereafter? The Piets and Scots seem to have become 
bolder, and to combat them, says the chronicler, a British chief, Vortigern, 
summoned Saxon auxiliaries, Hengest and Horsa, to whom he offered 
land as payment for their swords. Having once set foot on the island, they 
turned against their master, and Germanic invaders, attracted by this 
fruitful and ill-defended land, became more and more numerous. The year 
418 is noted in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle as that in which “the Romans 
gathered together all the treasure that was in Britain. Hiding part of 
it underground, they bore away the rest into Gaul.” In our own day some 
of these treasures have been unearthed, caches of gold and silver objects. 
The discoveries of archaeology all point to a land then in a state of terror. 
Villas and destroyed houses show signs of fire; doors have been hastily 
walled up; skeletons have been found uncoffined. The Venerable Bede 
describes these invasions : “Public as well as private structures were over- 
turned; the priests were everywhere slain before the altars. . • . Some 
of the miserable remainder, being taken in the mountains, were butchered 
in heaps. Others, spent with hunger, came forth and submitted them- 
selves to the enemy for food, being destined to undergo perpetual servi- 
tude if they were not killed even upon the spot. Some, with sorrowful 
hearts, fled beyond the seas. Others, continuing in their own country, 
led a miserable life among the woods, rocks, and mountains.” Most of 
the Celts fled into the mountainous districts of the west, where they arc 
still living today. To these fugitives the Saxons gave the name “Welsh,” 
that is, foreigners (German, Welche), Other Celts moved away towards 
Armorica, one of the most remote parts of Gaul, and there created 
Britanny. Between Britanny and Britain there was a lasting link. “Tristan 
is a Breton; Lancelot came from France to the court of Arthur, and 
Merlin plied between both countries.” 

The conquest of Britain by the Germans was slow, and hampered by 
moments of courageous defense. In 429 St.-Germain, Bishop of Auxerre, 
visited Verulamium to direct the fight against the Pelagian heresy — a 
proof that the Britons still had leisure for theological concerns. During 
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his stay the town was threatened by Saxons and Piets, and St.-Germain 
took command of the troops, prepared an ambush, and at the right 
moment hurled the Christians against the Barbarians to the cry of 
“Alleluia!”. He was victorious. In the sixth century a mythical sovereign 
named Arthur (Artorius), who was later to inspire the poets, is reputed 
to have gained triumphs over the invaders. But thenceforward the Angles, 
Saxons, and Jutes were masters of the richest parts of the country. It 
is certainly surprising that the Celto-Roman civilization vanished in 
England so quickly as it did. In Gaul, and in the south of France par- 
ticularly, Roman towns and monuments have remained standing. Low 
Latin provided the chief elements of the French language. But in Eng- 
land the language retained few traces of the Roman occupation. English 
words of Latin origin are either words acquired by the learned at a 
later date, or French words dating from the Norman Conquest. Among 
the few vocables originating in the first Roman conquest can be seen 
“Caesar,” a universal word, “street” {via strata, which is also seen in the 
place-name “Stratford”) “mile” (the Roman “wall” {vallum)^ and 

the termination “chester,” as mentioned before. An Emperor, roads, a 
wall — was this all that Rome bequeathed after four centuries to the most 
distant of her provinces? 

“The important thing about France and England is not that they have 
Roman remains. They are Roman remains.” In the heritage of Rome 
England found, as all Europe found, Christianity and the idea of the 
State. The Empire and the Pax Romana were to remain the blessed 
dream of the best among the barbarian sovereigns. In Ireland and Wales 
there remained priests and monks who were to save the Roman culture. 
The chronicler Gildas (c. 540) quotes Virgil and refers to Latin as 
''nostra lingua” The old theory, dear to the Saxon historians, of a total 
destruction of the Romanized Celts is almost inconceivable. The fact 
that the few Celtic words surviving in England have reference to domestic 
life seems to show that the invaders married native women. Many of 
the men, no doubt, became slaves, but the Celts were no more obliterated 
than the Iberians had been. The profound difference between the modern 
Englishman and the German arises pardy from the Norman Conquest 
having been for him a second Latin conquest, and partly from the fact 
that the blood of the Germanic invaders received a fairly strong admixture 
of the blood of their predecessors. 
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Angles, Jutes, Saxons 


“Tall and fair of body, with fierce blue eyes and ruddy fair hair; 
voracious, always hungered, warmed by strong liquors; young men 
coming late to love, and having no shame in drinking all day and all 
night”^ — these Saxons and Angles had violence in their temperament, 
and kept it. After fifteen centuries, notwithstanding the strict rules of a 
code of manners sprung from that very violence, their character was to 
remain less supple than that of Celts or Latins. In the days of those in- 
vasions they held human life cheap. War was their delight, and their 
history has been compared to that of the kites and crows. But “this 
native barbarism covered noble inclinations,” and there was “a quality 
of seriousness which saved them from frivolity. Their women were 
chaste, their marriages pure. The man who had chosen his leader was 
true to him, and loyal towards his comrades though cruel to his foe. 
The man of this stock could accept a master, and was capable of devotion 
and respect.” Having always known the tremendous forces of nature, 
more so than the dweller in gentler climes, he was religious. A sense 
of grandeur and melancholy haunted his imagination. The solitudes 
which he had known in the Frisian marshlands and the great coastal 
plains were not like those which engendered the harsh poetry of the 
Bible, but they prepared him to understand it. When the Bible came in 
time to his ken, the Scriptures filled him with a deep and lasting passion. 

It is fairly easy to picture the landings of the Saxon bands. Sailing with 
the tide into an estuary, the barbarians would push on upstream, or 
follow a Roman road, to find a Roman villa ringed by tilled fields, or 
the huts of a Celtic hamlet. Silence. A corpse before the door and the 
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other inhabitants in flight. The hungry band halts; a few fowls and 
cattle are left; here they can stop, and as the land is already cleared, they 
will stay. But the Saxons refrain from occupying the Roman villa: it is 
partly burned down, and in any case, perhaps, these superstitious bar- 
barians dread the ghosts of murdered masters. Still less will these open- 
air men—peasants, hunters, and woodmen— go and inhabit towns. The 
Roman townships were soon left abandoned. In a new land these Ger- 
mans follow their old usage, and build their cabins from the felled trees. 
The head of the tribe, the noble, will have a hall of tree-trunks built for 
him by his men. In parceling out the land the band follows the Germanic 
tradition. The village (“town** or “township,** from the Saxon tun^ hedge 
or fence) will own the fields collectively, but every man is to have his 
share marked out. Before the coming of the Romans, the Celts tilled 
the land in primitive fashion, clearing a field, sowing, reaping, and then 
moving on when the soil became exhausted. These Saxons have better 
methods. The arable land of the community, in the east and midlands 
is divided into two or three great fields, one of which is left fallow each 
year to allow the soil to recuperate. The grass is burnt in clearing the 
ground, and the ashes manure it. Then each of the communal fields is 
divided into strips, separated by narrow belts of grass. The strips allotted 
to each family are scattered in different parts of the large fields, so that 
each has a share of the good and the bad soil. Meadowland likewise is 
shared out until the haymaking. And lastly a communal woodland is 
inclosed, where the swine find acorns and men cut their fagots. Such, 
at any rate, is the general picture we can reconstruct from the evidence 
of later agricultural custom. 

The cell of Anglo-Saxon life, then, is the village, a community of 
between ten and thirty families. It is administered by the mooty a small 
assembly meeting under some tree or on a hillock, and determining the 
partition of the fields, the number of cattle which may properly be grazed 
on the common meadows, and the payment of the communal herdsmen. 
Here too are appointed the village reevcy who is at once a mayor and 
an administrator of the common domain, the woodreevcy who looks after 
the woods, and the plowman who is to turn over the common arable 
land. Generally the village has its thancy the noble war-chieftain with 
rights to levy dues in kind or labor. In these primitive times social classes 
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are simple and ill-defined. Beneath the noble is the freeman, owing 
nothing to the noble for his lands except the tnnoda necessitasy that is, 
service under arms, the upkeep of roads and bridges. Then come various 
classes, varying with locality and period, but with the common feature 
that the men belonging to them pay a rent, in kind or services. And lastly 
arc the slaves who disappear in the tenth and eleventh centuries. 

It is probable that when the Anglo-Saxons arrived, each new tribe 
that landed had its chief or king, whose thanes were bound to him by 
personal loyalty- Gradually, wider states were formed, by conquest, 
marriage, or fresh clearings of the land. An embryonic central power 
contrived to impose that modicum of administrative structure without 
which it would have been impossible to muster an army or levy a 
tribute. In the seventh century England still had seven kingdoms. In 
the eighth, three survived — ^Northumbria, Mercia, and Wessex. By the 
ninth, there was only Wessex. The king in each kingdom came always 
of one sacred family, but from its members the Witatiy or council of 
elders, could within certain limits make a choice. This body was not a 
representative assembly, an anticipation of Parliament or the House of 
Lords; it was not even an assembly of hereditary peers. The king sum- 
moned to it the leading chiefs, and later, after the conversion of the 
Germans, the archbishops, bishops, and abbots. This council of elders, few 
in number, was also the supreme judicial body. It could depose a bad 
king, or refuse — especially in time of war — to intrust the realm to a minor. 
The monarchy was thus partially elective, though from within a definite 
family. The kingdom was divided into shires, the boundaries of these 
Anglo-Saxon divisions corresponding nearly everywhere to those of the 
present-day counties. At first the shire was primarily a judicial unit, with 
a court of justice to which every village sent its representatives several 
times a year. Before long the king was represented by a sheriff, whilst 
the ealdorman appeared as a local governor, at the head of military and 
judicial administrations. The shire was composed of hundreds (groups of 
one hundred families, or groups furnishing one hundred soldiers), and 
these in turn were made up of tuns or townships. In the sixth century 
these divisions were vague, and became definite only after several cen- 
turies of organization. 

Justice was in the hands of an assembly, the shire court, and not as 
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under the Romans, of a magistrate representing the central power. We 
do not know how this body gave its judgments, probably by discussion, 
followed by the verdict of a majority. The commonest crimes were 
homicide, robbery under arms, and violent quarrels. Penalties rose with 
the numbers of offenders. The laws of the Saxon Ina, in the late seventh 
century, laid it down that men were “thieves” if their group consisted 
of seven or fewer; from seven to thirty-five constituted a “band”; over 
thirty-five, an “army.” Crimes were also deemed to be graver if they 
violated the King’s Peace, that is to say, if committed in his presence or 
neighborhood. A man who fought in the king’s house could lose all his 
property, and his life was in the king’s hands; fighting in a church in- 
volved a fine of one hundred and twenty shillings, and in the house of 
an eddormany the same sum, payable to king and eddorman in equal 
parts. Fighting in the house of a peasant was punished by payment of 
one hundred and twenty shillings to the king and six to the peasant. 
Every man had to have another as surety, who should be responsible 
for him if he could not be brought to justice. A wergild also was allotted 
to every man, this being the sum which must be paid to his family if 
he should be killed, and which he himself might have to pay to the 
king as the price of his own life. The wergild of a noble was six times 
that of a freeman, and his oath was of correspondingly higher value. 
Wergild is the sign of a society in which the tribe, the blood-group, is 
more important than the individual; friendship, hatred, and compensa- 
tion are thus all collective. 

The scales of justice at this stage weighed oath against oath, not proof 
against proof. Plaintiff and defendant had to bring men prepared to 
swear in their favor. The worth of the oath was proportionate to the 
extent of the witness’s property. A man accused of robbery in a band was 
obliged, if he were to clear himself, to produce sworn oaths to the total 
value of 120 “hides” (the “hide” being the unit of land necessary to 
produce a family’s living). These sums of oaths may seem strange, but 
we should bear in mind the formidable gravity of perjury to men who 
believed in the individual miracle, and also the fact that in a small com- 
munity neighbors arc always more or less cognizant of the truth. A 
notorious evil-liver would not find witnesses. Failing proof by witnesses, 
recourse was had to trials by ordeal, such as by water (the accused man 
being bound hand and foot and flung into a pool of water, previously 
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blessed, and regarded as innocent if he sank straight down, because the 
water consented to accept him), or by red-hot iron (which he had to 
carry a certain distance, his guilt or innocence being determined by the 
appearance of the burns after a certain number of days) . 

These are characteristics of a brutal and crude society, but one with a 
strong sense of honor and with institutions containing the seeds of a 
strong local life. “If Hengest and Horsa did not, as has been claimed for 
them, bring over the seed of the Declaration of Right of 1689, nor that 
of the Act of 1894 establishing the rural district councils, they neverthe- 
less introduced several valuable customs to England.” And if, throughout 
their national life, the Anglo-Saxons retained a fondness for “commit- 
tees,” groups of men trying to solve the problems of everyday life by 
public discussion, this was due in part to their early custom of deliberation 
in the village moots and shire courts, and of dealing on the spot with 
numerous administrative and judicial questions, without reference to a 
central authority. 
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The Conversion of the Anglo-Saxons 


There was a rude beauty in the religion of the Anglo-Saxons. It derived 
from the mass of legends recounted in the Edda, the Bible of the north. 
The gods, Odin, Thor, Freya (who gave their names to the days of the 
week), lived in Valhalla, the paradise to which the Valkyries, the war- 
rior virgins, carried off men who died fighting in the field. Thus the 
brave were rewarded, the traitors and liars punished, the violent forgiven. 
But in transportation across the North Sea this religion had lost much 
of its strength. Its true habitation was the forests and rivers of Germania, 
and in Britain Weyland the Smith was merely an exile. Amongst the 
Saxons the priestly class had been small in number and weak in organ- 
ization, and seems to have put up no energetic resistance to the intro- 
duction of Christianity into England. The sole utterance of a barbarian 
high priest preserved for us by the Venerable Bede is a skeptical and dis- 
heartened admission of defeat. In any case, from the sixth century, the 
kings of the Angles and Saxons knew that their racial brothers in Gaul 
and Italy had become converted, and the example encouraged them. In 
the Church of Rome could be seen the still potent glamour of the Empire; 
it had inherited the ancient culture and the Mediterranean spirit of organ- 
ization. These small Anglo-Saxon courts received the Christian missions 
with tolerance, often with respect. 

The conversion of England was the work of two groups of missionaries, 
one from the Celtic countries, Ireland in particular, and the other from 
Rome itself. After the departure of the Romans, Wales had remained 
largely Christian. In Ireland, St. Patrick — the Roman Patricius — had con- 
verted the Celtic tribes to the faith, and founded monasteries which later 
became the refuge of scholars from the Continent in flight from the 
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barbarians and then from the Saracens. From these monastic centers there 
sallied forth saintly men (St. Columba the most famous of them), who 
converted the Celts of Scotland. In the Celtic lands, Ireland, Wales, and 
Scotland, a national Church with some degree of independence from 
the Roman had taken shape, striving to approximate to the primitive 
Church. The Irish monks were for many years solitaries living like 
those of Thebaid in isolated huts, and only the need for security made 
them accept the assembling of these huts within an inclosurc, and the 
rule of an abbot. In Ireland neither monks nor secular priests were 
forbidden to marry. The churches remained bare, with no altars. The 
priests baptized adults on the river banks, and Mass was said in the 
vernacular, not in Latin. The priests lived as poor men, distributing in 
alms whatever gifts they received. And the date of Easter was fixed by 
certain old usages so that the festival amongst the Celts did not coincide 
with the Roman Easter. 

But meanwhile the Roman Church had found a leader. Pope Gregory 
the Great, a Roman aristocrat whose early career had taken him through 
the lay dignities, had been able to insure for the Papacy the provisional 
succession of the Western Empire. Whether by priest or soldier, the age- 
old office of Emperor had to be filled. After the Lombard irruptions 
Italy had been given over to anarchy; Rome and Naples were starving. 
“Where are the people.^” exclaimed Gregory. “Where is the Senate? 
The Senate is no more, and the people have perished.” Alive to the 
danger, he grasped at the chance. He was the spiritual head of Rome, and 
took into his hands also the temporal administration. Enriched by the 
gifts of the faithful in Gaul, in Africa, in Dalmatia, he used the money 
to feed the people of Rome. This great man of action was an artist: 
under his inspiration the Gregorian chant was evolved, as also were 
those superb ceremonies of the Church which so deeply impressed the 
barbarians. For the preaching of the faith in fresh countries, he used 
chiefly the monks. Early in that century St. Benedict had founded the 
Benedictine Order, which combined intellectual with manual toil, and 
he had introduced perpetual vows, the novitiate, and the rule of elected 
abbots— reforms which had attracted the choice spirits of that generation 
into the monasteries. Gregory intrusted numerous missions to the Bene- 
dictines, and it was to one of their number, the Prior Augustine, that 
he intrusted the evangelization of England. 



The Miracle of England 

The classic anecdote of “Non Angli sed Angeli" is familiar. The Pope 
was to rely on women as well as on monks for the conversion of the 
pagans. The King of Kent had married the Christian daughter of the 



King of Paris, and allowed his consort to bring over a chaplain. It 
was to her that Augustine first turned, with his forty monks, alarmed 
at finding themselves in a land which they regarded as quite savage, 
and they were immediately welcomed in the capital of Kent, Canterbury. 
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The Pope had given them sage counsel: they must, above all things, 
interfere as little as possible with the usages of the pagan folk. *‘A man 
does not climb to the top of a mountain by leaps and bounds, but 
gradually, step by step. . . . Firstly, let there be no destruction of the 
temples of idols; only the idols should be destroyed, and then the temples 
should be sprinkled with holy water and relics placed within them. . . . 
If these temples be well built, it is good and profitable that they pass from 
the cult of demons to the service of the true God; for so long as the 
nation may sec its ancient places of prayer, so long will it be more disposed 
to repair thither as a matter of custom to worship the true God.” This 
conciliatory method worked, and the Kentish King was converted. The 
Pope sent to Augustine the pallium ^ symbol of authority, giving him 
power to set up bishops in England, and advising him to choose Canter- 
bury as his temporary archbishopric, and move to London as soon as Lon- 
don became converted. But nothing endures like the provisional, and 
Canterbury has ever since been the ecclesiastical capital of England. Bede 
preserves a scries of questions sent to the Pope by Augustine, which 
shows the concerns of a great Church dignitary in the year 600: how 
should the bishops behave towards their clergy, and into how many 
portions should the gifts of the faithful be divided ? Or, to what degree 
of kinship could the faithful intermarry, and was it lawful for a man 
to marry his wife’s mother? Could a pregnant woman be baptized? How 
long must she wait after confinement before coming to church? How 
soon after the birth of a child could a woman have carnal relations 
with her husband? These, he said, were all matters upon which the 
wild English required knowledge. 

The conversion of England to Christianity proceeded by local stages, 
and we have the record of one of these conversions, that of Edwin, King 
of Northumbria. It shows how thoughtfully, and often how poetically, 
these men with their sense of sublimity debated religious matters. The 
King summoned his chief friends and counselors to hear the Christian 
missionary, Paulinus, who expounded the new doctrines. Then the King 
asked them their several opinions, and one of them answered: “The 
present life of man, O King, seems to me, in comparison of that time 
which is unknown to us, like to the swift flight of a sparrow through the 
room wherein you sit at supper in winter, with your commanders and 
Ministers, and a good fire in the midst, whilst the storms of rain and 
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snow prevail abroad; the sparrow, I say, flying in at one door, and 
immediately out at another, whilst he is within, is safe from the wintry 
storm; but after a short space of fair weather he immediately vanishes 
out of your sight, into the dark winter from which he had emerged. 
So this life of man appears for a short space, but of what went before, or 
what is to follow, we arc utterly ignorant. If, therefore, this new doctrine 
contains something more certain, it seems justly to deserve to be fol- 
lowed.” To which the pagan high priest replied: “I have long since been 
sensible that there was nothing in that which we worshiped. . . . For 
which reason I advise, O King, that we instantly abjure and set Arc to 
those temples and altars which we have consecrated without reaping any 
benefit from them.” Conversion of the kings entailed that of their sub- 
jects, so that the influence of the missionaries increased by rapid strides. 

The headway made by the Church of Rome in England was to cause 
a clash with the old British Church of the unconquered west. Augustine, 
having received papal authority over all the bishops of Britain, summoned 
the Celtic bishops. They came, but in high dudgeon, and at once showed 
resentment because Augustine, to emphasize his status, did not rise to 
receive them. He required of them three concessions: to celebrate Easter 
at the same time as other Christians, to use the Roman rite of baptism, 
and to preach the Gospels to the Anglo-Saxon pagans, which the Celts 
had always refused to do, because, in their hatred of invaders who had 
massacred their forbears, they had no wish to save their barbarian souls. 
The Britons yielded on none of these points and broke with Rome, de- 
claring that they would recognize only their own primate. Strain devel- 
oped between their priests and their Roman brethren. They did not give 
the kiss of peace to Catholic priests and refused to break bread with them. 
The Celtic monks, forgetting their grievances against the Anglo-Saxons 
in their hatred of Rome, set about converting the pagans; they succeeded 
with the humbler classes, while the Roman Church influenced chiefly 
women, sovereigns, and men of rank. When both Churches were preach- 
ing the faith in the same court, the divergent doctrines caused compli- 
cations. In one and the same family Easter might have to be twice 
celebrated in one year. A king might have completed his Lenten ob- 
servance and be celebrating his Easter, whilst his queen was observing 
Palm Sunday and still fasting. 

Finally King Oswy of Northumbria, a convert of the Scots, became 
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influenced by the reasoning of his son Alfred, who had been taught by 
a Roman monk. To clear up the situation he convoked a synod at the 
abbey of Whitby, where both parties should expound their teachings. 
Oswy opened the debate with sound sense, saying that servants of the 
same God should obey the same laws, that there was certainly no true 
Christian tradition, and that it was the duty of every man to declare 
whence he held his doctrine. To which the Scots mission replied that 
they had received their Easter from St. John the Evangelist and St. 
Columba, the Romans declaring that theirs was derived from St. Peter 
and St. Paul and was so observed in all lands — ^in Italy, Africa, Asia, 
Egypt, and Greece — everywhere, indeed, except amongst these obstinate 
men in their two islands at the back of beyond, who made bold to defy 
the rest of Christendom. There followed a long and learned discussion, 
which the Catholic Wilfrid concluded by arguing that even if their 
Columba had been a saintly man, he could not be set above the very 
prince of the apostles, the one to whom Our Lord had said: “Thou art 
Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it.” When Wilfrid had thus spoken, the King 
asked the Irish bishop, Colman, whether these words had in truth been 
spoken by Our Lord. Loyally he admitted that they had. The King asked 
whether he could prove that any such powers had been given to Columba. 
“No,” said Colman. “Are you both agreed,” went on Oswy, “in holding 
that the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven were intrusted to St. Peter?” 
“We are,” they answered. Whereupon the King declared that as Peter 
was the guardian of the gates of heaven, he himself would obey the 
decrees of Peter, lest he might appear before these gates and find none 
willing to open them to him, the keeper of the keys being his adversary. 
This was approved by all present, and they resolved thenceforth to give 
obedience to the Pope. 
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Christian and Germanic Forces 


From the eighth century the whole of England formed part of the Roman 
Church. Her kings looked for support to the Church, not only as be- 
lievers, but also because of their realization that from this great body, 
inheritor of the Imperial traditions, they could derive the hierarchy, the 
organic form, and the experience which they lacked. Bishops and arch- 
bishops were for many years to be the kings’ natural choice as Minis- 
ters. And the Church likewise upheld the monarchies, being in need of 
a temporal authority to impose her rules. 

The Papacy, too, was strengthened by the foundation in England and 
Germany of new and obedient Churches. The Eastern Churches were dis- 
puting the supremacy of the see of Rome; the Church in France was 
occasionally too independent, but the English bishops spontaneously re- 
quested the constant intervention of the Holy Father, who dispatched to 
England virtual pro-consuls of the faith, men who stood in relation to 
ecclesiastical Rome very much as the great organizers of the provinces 
had stood to Rome as the center of the Empire. The universality of the 
Church is nobly displayed in the spectacle of a Greek from Asia Minor, 
Bishop Theodore of Tarsus, and an African, the abbot Hadrian, introduc- 
ing to England a Latin and Greek library, and setting up in Northumbria 
monasteries which rivaled in their learning those of Ireland. It was a 
strange paradox that the Mediterranean culture came to be preserved 
for the Gauls by Anglo-Saxon monks. At the time when the Saracens 
were thrusting into the heart of France, and when the classic age seemed 
to be ending in Europe, the Venerable Bede, a monk in this almost 
barbarian land, was writing in Latin his delightful ecclesiastical history 
of the English nation. Bede himself was the master of Egbert, who was 
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in turn the teacher of Alcuin; and Alcuin it was who, summoned by 
Charlemagne, checked the intellectual decadence of France. 

Thus England has her place in the history of the Latin and Christian 
civilization. But from the nature of the Anglo-Saxons, from their earlier 
traditions and tastes, that civilization bred certain individual traits. The 
seventh and eighth centuries in England were an age of saints and heroes, 
bold and turbulent spirits capable at once of great sacrifices and great 
crimes. In time to come, the blend of the morality of the Nordic warrior 
with that of Christianity was to shape the heroes of the chivalrous ro- 
mances. But in dark and primitive ages the balance between the two 
forces was unsteady. At one time these Saxon kings would be turning 
monks or starting on pilgrimage to Rome; Sebbi of Essex entered a 
monastery in 694, as did Ethelred of Mercia ten years later; the latter’s 
successor, Conrad, ended his days in Rome, as also did Offa of Essex. 
At another time, sovereigns were being murdered, kingdoms laid waste, 
towns sacked, and townsmen massacred. The Church had to combat the 
taste for the epic bellicose poems sung by the gleemen to the harp after 
banquets in the houses of nobles, or recited in villages by wandering 
minstrels. The Anglo-Saxon priests themselves took only too much delight 
in these pagan poems. In 797 Alcuin had to write to the Bishop of Lindis- 
farne: “When the priests dine together, they should read nothing but 
the Word of God. It is fitting on such occasions to listen to a reader and 
not a harpist, to the discourses of the Fathers, not to heathen poems.” But 
the love of this Nordic poetry was so deep then that one Saxon bishop 
went forth from Mass in disguise to chant the deeds of a sea-king. 

Rich though Anglo-Saxon poetry was, the only complete work extant is 
Beowulf y an epic on Nordic themes but refashioned by an English monk 
between the eighth and tenth centuries, and adapted to Christian concep- 
tions. It has been described as an Iliad with a Hercules as its Achilles. 
The theme is that of Siegfried — ^the slaying of a monster by a hero. 
Beowulf, a prince of Sweden, crosses the seas and comes to the castle of 
the King of the Danes, where he learns that it is haunted nightly by a 
monster, Grendel, which devours the lords whom it finds. Beowulf slays 
Grendel, whose mother then seeks vengeance; the hero pursues her into 
the hideous regions where she dwells, and so rids the world of their 
race. Returning to Sweden, he himself becomes king, and in the end dies 
from a wound from the poisoned tooth of one last dragon he seeks to 
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fight He dies nobly: “For fifty years have I ruled this folk. No folk’s 
king among the neighbor lands durst bring their swords against me or 
force me into dread of them. I have accomplished the allotted span in 
my land, safeguarded my portion, devised no cunning onslaughts, nor 
sworn many oaths faithlessly. Mortally stricken, I can rejoice now in 
these things. Wherefore the ruler of mankind can lay no blame on me for 
slaying of my blood-kin, when my last breath is drawn. . . . Hasten 
now that I may behold the riches of old, the treasure of gold . . . that 
after winning wealth of jewels I may more gladly leave the life and the 
land which long has been my ward.” 

In reading Beowulf^ or other fragments of Anglo-Saxon poetry, one is 
first struck by the melancholy tone. The landscapes are desolate, regions 
of rock and marsh. Monsters inhabit “the chill currents and the terror 
of waters.” “A somber imagination collaborated with the sadness of a 
northern nature to paint these powerful pictures.” They are the crea- 
tions of a people living in fierce climes. Whenever the poet speaks of 
the sea, he excels himself. Beowulf contains a description of the departure 
of a band of warriors for a sea-roving expedition, with the foam-covered 
prows of their bird-like ships, the gleaming cliffs, the giant headlands, 
which is all worthy of the greatest epic poets. But nowhere does the 
Anglo-Saxon poet reach the serenity of Homer. In the Iliad the pyres 
of the slain burn on the plain; in Beowulf the corpses are fought over 
by ravens and eagles. In these unsunned minds a certain joy in horrors 
seems to mingle with the nobility of feeling. But the society described 
has more refinement than that of the Germania painted by Tacitus. It 
has nothing in common with the Anglo-Saxon “democracy” imagined 
by the English historians of the nineteenth century. In the world of 
Beowulf, king and warriors are in the foreground; the halls of princes 
are rich with thrones, tapestries, ornaments of gold. The king is all- 
powerful, so long as he keeps the support of his companions. Towards 
these he is generous, showering lands and gifts upon them. Every man 
in these poems has a lord to whom he owes fealty, and who in return 
must treat him generously. Whosoever offends his lord must away to 
foreign lands. Traitors and felons are utterly scorned. The wives of 
chiefs are respected, and are always present at banquets. But love is 
grave and joyless; “this ancient poetry has no love-song; love here is 
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neither a diversion nor a ravishment of the senses, but a pledge and a 
devotion.” 

As poetry it has been justly compared to the Homeric. Both, indeed, 
present features of what may be called the heroic ages. In completely 
primitive societies, the bonds of tribe or family were the strongest. It 
was a man’s family who had to avenge him or be responsible for his 
wrongdoing. In heroic societies the family tie begins to slacken. The indi- 
vidual breaks free from the tribe. Freed from that terror of nature which 
overwhelms primitive man, he gives free course to his craving for power. 
Individual passions overcome political intelligence. It is a time of battles 
fought by men singly, of wars waged for honor. And yet, as every society 
must needs keep a hold on individuals, loyalty and friendship forge a new 
link. The hero is immoderate, but a bold man and true, which makes a 
character of sufficient merit for the Christian moralist to find in it elements 
of real nobility. Before long the generosity of the hero will be exercised 
for the benefit of the Church. A pious king will give lands to bishops and 
monasteries. It remains, obviously, for violence to be disciplined, or 
turned to aid just causes. Christian humility and modesty, mingled with 
the heroic passions, were to engender between the tenth and the thirteenth 
centuries a type unknown to the ancients, still sinning often enough 
through cruelty, but striving after purity — the knight of chivalry. And 
Beowulf, fighting against the monsters from hell, is already almost a 
Christian knight. His end is the end of Lancelot. In the admirable figure 
of King Arthur we shall see the finest possible product of the blending 
of Roman civilization, barbarian honor, and Christian morality. 
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The Danish Invasions and Their Results 


It was in 787 that the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle recorded the first arrival 
in England of three shiploads of Norsemen, coming from the “land of 
robbers.” The nearest village reeve, not knowing who these men might be, 
rode out to meet them, as was his duty, and was killed. Six years of silence 
follow this murder, and then, from the year 793, the short yearly entries 
of the Chronicle nearly always contain mention of some incursion of the 
“pagans,” Sometimes they have sacked a monastery and massacred the 
monks, sometimes the pagan armies have spread desolation across 
Northumbria. Occasionally the chronicler notes with gladness that some 
of the pagan ships have been shattered by stormy seas, that the crews 
were drowned, and that survivors who struggled ashore were put to 
death. Gradually the strength of these enemy fleets increased. In 851, for 
the first time, the pagans wintered on the Isle of Thanet, and in that year, 
too, three hundred of their vessels sailed up the Thames estuary, their 
crews taking Canterbury and London by storm. In the years that follow, 
the “pagans” arc given their real name — the Danes; and the Chronicle 
speaks only of the movements of “the army,” meaning the army of these 
Norsemen, which at times mustered 10,000 men. 

The tribes then inhabiting Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, all of one 
race, were indeed pagans : they had barely been touched by the old Roman 
Empire, and not at all by that of Christian Rome. But they were not 
barbarians. Their painted ships, the carved figures of their prows, the 
literary quality of their sagas, and the complexity of their laws all show 
that they had been able to create a civilization characteristic of them- 
selves. These vikings obeyed the chiefs of their bands and were doughty 
fighters, but did not like fighting for fighting’s sake. They gladly used 
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guile instead of force when they could. In their warring and pillaging 
alike they were traders and, if they found themselves confronted on the 
strand by too large a crowd of inhabitants, were quite ready to barter 
their whale-oil or dried fish for honey or slaves. 

Why did these Northern peoples, who for so many centuries had 
seemed to be ignorant of England, suddenly begin these invasions at the 
same time as they were attacking Neustria, the western kingdom of the 
Franks? It has been suggested that Charlemagne’s pressure on the Saxons 
drove the latter back towards Denmark, and thus, by showing the Norse- 
men the danger in which they stood from the Christian powers, provided 
the driving force of their thrusts. It is perhaps equally simple to suppose 
that chance, a craving for adventure, and the desire of bold seamen to 
push ever farther, all conspired. It was customary amongst them, as later 
amongst the Knights of Malta, for a young man to make some expedi- 
tion to prove his courage. Their population was growing fast. Younger 
sons and bastards had to seek their fortune in new lands. But their fine 
ships, long and narrow, carrying a single red sail seldom hoisted, with 
the alternating black and yellow shields of the warriors set along the 
sides, and the figure of a sea monster on the prow, were hardly suited 
to the open sea. Like all the warships of antiquity, they were rowing- 
boats, and the range of such a vessel is perforce limited. If a voyage re- 
quires more than half a day at sea, a double crew of oarsmen is needed. 
Each crew weighs as much as the other; weapons are heavy; and this 
leaves a scant margin for stores. The ships themselves must be light, and 
so cannot withstand the heavy seas of an ocean voyage. It took the vik- 
ings several centuries of experience, and doubtless innumerable ship- 
wrecks, to learn the best coastwise routes and the favorable seasons. 
Gradually they learned to move quickly from isle to isle, catching the 
fine weather, and to build larger boats; and they began to be seen through- 
out the world. The Swedes headed for Russia and Asia; Norwegians dis- 
covered the way to Ireland round the north of Scotland, and even landed 
in Greenland and touched America in search of furs ; the Danes naturally 
chose the inner passage, nearer their own country, which led to the coasts 
of Scodand, Northumbria, and Neustria. 

There may be matter for surprise in the swift success of these expedi- 
:ions, originally composed of small bands and attacking kingdoms which 
Dught to have been able to put up an easy defense. But it should be re- 
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mcmbered that the vikings held the mastery of the sea. Neither Saxons 
nor Franks had tried to build a fleet. The ruler of the sea is immediately 
ruler of the islands and can use them as naval bases. The earliest Danish 
attacks were made on those rich monasteries which the first monks, in 
their desire for solitude, had placed on islands like Iona and Lindisfarne. 
The faithful had made gifts of jewels and gold to the monks. The vikings 
sacked these treasuries, slew the monks, and occupied the islands. How- 
ever near these might be to the mainland, the invaders were there impreg- 
nable. And in this way Thanet became their base on the English coast, 
as Noirmoutier did off the French coast and the Isle of Man in the 
Irish Sea. It must also be borne in mind that mastery of the sea enabled 
them to choose their point of attack. If they found the enemy too strong 
at one point, it was easy to reembark and seek a better chance, espe- 
cially as the means of communication among their victims were primi- 
tive and joint understanding rare. How could a Saxon king oppose 
them? He assembled the jyrd — ^a militia of freemen. But they were a 
throng of peasants armed with boar-spears — sometimes even, when the 
reserves were called up, with pitchforks — slow to muster, difficult to feed, 
and unable to stay long under arms because of the claims of their farm- 
ing. They were unworthy opponents for the northern warriors, who were 
well armed, wore protective mail and metal helmets, and wielded the 
battle-ax to rare advantage. The only Englishmen capable of standing up 
to them were the king’s companions (the comitati, or gesiths), but these 
were few in number, and in any case the Danes were constantly im- 
proving their tactics. They soon learned, on landing, to seize the local 
horses, equip a mounted body of soldiery, and then hurriedly build a 
small fort. The Saxon rustics and woodmen, who had never built fortified 
towns and had lost their seafaring tradition, and were disunited to boot, 
let the invader conquer nearly the whole country. Ireland, then in the 
throes of anarchy, was the first to be subjugated; then Northumbria; 
then Mercia. Soon Wessex itself was partly lost, and it looked as if the 
whole of England would become a province of the Norsemen’s Empire. 

The Danish invasions resulted directly in hastening the formation in 
Saxon England of a class of professional soldiers. There might have been 
three solutions to the problem of the country’s defense: (i) the fyrd, or 
mass levy of freemen, to which the kings long resorted; in spite of the 
inadequacy already indicated; (2) mercenaries, paid troops, such as were 
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used by the later Roman emperors, and again by Kings Canute and 
Harold; but the Saxon princes had no revenues sufficient to maintain 
such an army; and (3) a permanent army of professional vv^arriors, paid 
by grants of land in lieu of money payments. The last was the solution 
gradually adopted throughout Europe between the end of the Roman 
Empire and the tenth century, because, in default of strong States, no 
other method was possible. It was formerly taught that feudalism was 
imported into England by the Normans during the eleventh century; 
but one historian has amusingly remarked that it was introduced by Sir 
Henry Spelman, a seventeenth-century scholar who was the first to sys- 
tematize a vague body of custom. In point of fact, feudalism was origi- 
nally not a deliberately selected system, but the outcome of manifold 
natural changes. At the time when the Saxon tribes reached England, 
peasant and fighting-man were one and the same. The freeman was free 
because he could fight. When warlike equipment, after the Danish 
forays, became too burdensome for the average peasant, soldiering could 
not be anything but the profession of one class. 

How came the free husbandman to admit the superiority of that class ? 
Because he could not dispense with it. Attachment to a superior has 
great advantages in times of trouble : not only is he a well-armed captain, 
but he defends the title-deeds of his men. So long as the central State is 
strong — as the Roman Empire had been and the Tudor dynasty would 
be — individuals count upon that State and admit their duties towards it. 
When the State weakens, the individual seeks a protector nearer at hand 
and more effective, and it is to him that he owes military or pecuniary 
obligations. A personal bond replaces the abstract. In the welter of the 
small English kingdoms, endlessly warring with one another and being 
laid waste by piratical raids, the hapless peasant, the churl or ceorl^ could 
maintain his land or preserve his life only by the aid of a well-armed 
soldier, and agreed to recompense him in kind or services or money for 
the protection he could give. Later, this working practice was to engender 
a doctrine, ‘‘no land without a lord.” But in origin feudalism was not a 
doctrine, but rather, as it has been described, a disintegration of the right 
of property together with a dismemberment of the rights of the State. 
Guizot wrote that it was a mixture of property and suzerainty. More ac- 
curately, it is the joint passing of property and suzerainty, for a time, to 
the man who is alone capable of defending the first and exercising the 
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second. Like all human institutions, it was born of necessity, and it disap- 
peared when a renewal of the central government’s strength made it 
useless. 

A further effect of the Danish invasions was to end the rivalries be- 
tween the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Pressure from without always imposes 
a sense of unity on peoples of the same culture, but rent by old grievances. 
Some of the Anglo-Saxon kings had already styled themselves kings of 
the whole of England: these were known by the special name of bret- 
wddas. Egbert of Wessex (802-839) — ^himself the descendant of the semi- 
mythical conqueror Cedric — the earliest “sovereign” from whom descends 
the line of the present King of England, was the eighth bretwalda. These 
Saxon kings were not so powerful as their Norman successors proved to 
be. But they prepared the ground for the latter. In contrast with Conti- 
nental developments, they were already turning their nobles into an 
aristocracy of service rather than of birth. The thanes held their lands 
from the king because, as warriors, administrators, or prelates, they were 
his servants. With the king they were nothing, but without them the 
king could do nothing. He took important decisions only with them, in 
his Council. The Saxon king was not absolute, any more than the Saxon 
kingship was absolutely hereditary. And finally, after the conversion to 
Christianity, the king was the sacred chief, protected and counseled by the 
Church. He was bound, more than any man, to respect the Church’s 
commands. The image of the just sovereign, duly taking counsel with his 
wise men for the common weal, was to be firmly engraved upon the 
English mind, even before the Conquest, by great Saxon sovereigns like 
Alfred; and throughout the course of England’s history, whenever it 
threatened to be dimmed or effaced, that image was opportunely revived, 
by an Edward I, a Henry VII, or a Victoria. 
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Alfred is a sovereign of legend, whose legend is true. This wise and 
simple man was at once soldier, man of letters, sailor, and lawgiver, and 
he saved Christian England. He had all the virtues of devout kings, with- 
out their weakness or their indifference to mundane matters. His adven- 
ture partakes of the fairy-tale and the romances of chivalry. Like many a 
romantic hero, he was the youngest son of a king, .^thelwulf, and in 
these days of invasion he was brought up with the din of battle in his 
cars and the memory of three of his brothers slain. Sickly and sensitive, 
he had the energy of the weak who strive after strength. An excellent 
horseman and great hunter, he also knew from childhood the desire for 
learning. But, alas! what he most longed for, training in the liberal arts, 
was not forthcoming according to his desire, for in that day good scholars 
were non-existent in the realm of Wessex.*' In old age he told how the 
grief of his life had been that when he had youth and leisure for learning 
he could find no teachers, and when at last he had gathered learned men 
round him, he had been so busied with wars and the cares of governance, 
and with infirmities, that he could not read his fill. In childhood he had 
made a pilgrimage to Rome, where the Pope “hallowed him as king,** 
and then, back in England, won distinction alongside of his brothers in 
the struggle against the Danish “army.” When the last of his family had 
been slain, Alfred was chosen as king by the Witan, in preference to his 
nephews, who were too young to rule in time of war. 

The first year of his reign saw him in battle against the Danes, but 
having a mere handful of men, he was worsted. He purchased peace 
from the invaders by payment of a tribute, as the Saxon and Frankish 
kings had so often done. But success in blackmail was bound to encourage 
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the aggressor in his devices. The Danes occupied the north and the east 
of the country, and with this conquest behind them a fresh horde, under 
the pagan king Guthrum, again invaded Wessex. Panic reigned at first. 
Alfred had to flee almost alone into the Isle of Athelney, where he and 
his companions built a small fort in the marshes. Near this spot, during 
the seventeenth century, a beautiful jewel of enamel, gold, and crystal, 
was unearthed, bearing the inscription *^jElfred mec Heht gewyrean'* 
(“Alfred Fashioned Me”). For a whole winter the king remained hidden 
in the swamps, and the Danes believed that they were masters of Wessex. 
Towards Easter he left his hiding-place and, at the place knbwn as “Eg- 
bert’s Stone,” secretly convoked the jyrd of Somerset, Wiltshire, and 
Hampshire. The Saxon peasants were overjoyed to find their king alive, 
and marched at once with him against the Danes, who were pursued to 
their strongholds, beseiged, and forced by starvation to surrender. Alfred 
spared their lives, but insisted that the “army” should evacuate Wessex, 
and that Guthrum and the leading Danish chiefs should be baptized. 
Three weeks later Guthrum and twenty-nine other chiefs received bap- 
tism, Alfred himself being their sponsor. A pact was then signed, fixing 
a frontier between Wessex and the Danelaw. The Danes thereafter re- 
mained masters of the east and the north, and Alfred was able to reign 
in peace over the territories south of that line. 

Alfred the Great affords an example of the immense part which can be 
played by one man in a people’s history. Only his tenacity prevented 
the whole country from accepting the pagan domination, which would 
have meant for England, not her end, but a totally different destiny. 
Alfred’s mind was at once original and simple; he transformed the land 
and sea forces as well as justice and education. Increasing the effectives 
of the army, he summoned to the rank of thane all freemen possessing 
five hides of land, and those merchants of the ports who had made at 
least three voyages on their own account, requiring from this lesser no- 
bility services of knighthood. The Anglo-Saxon armies had always been 
handicapped by their short tc^m of service. Alfred created classes which 
could be called upon to relieve each other in turn. He ordered the restora- 
tion of the fortifications of the old Roman towns, and had the very 
modern idea of setting up two echelons for defense, mobile and territorial. 
Knights living near a burgh, or fortified town, were to proceed thither in 
time of war, whilst those living in the open country formed the mobile 
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force. He created a fleet, the vessels of which, though few, were of his 
own design and more trustworthy than the ships of the vikings. He com- 
posed a code which incorporated the various rules of life then accepted 
his subjects, from the Mosaic Commandments to the laws of the 
^^Iglo-Saxon kings. He sought to change none, he said, because he could 
W sure that change would please his posterity. He therefore main- 
t^Qed the old wergild system, or the redemption of crime, except in cases 
Tl^ to hing or lord would henceforth find neither 

lipi of redemption. A man could not even defend his 

f4iis lord. And this was the triumph of the new feudal 
old tribal ideas. 

3%^' hard put to it to revive the pursuit of learning in a country 
^cre k ruined by wars and woes. He said himself that, when 

his kingdom, it probably contained no man south of the 
Spmes 'vw could translate his prayers into English. The King set up 
schicbll where the sons of nobles or rich freemen might learn Latin, 
ihgfish, horsemanship, and falconry. He likewise commanded the prep- 
aration of an Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which should record the chief 
happenings of each year, and is so valuable to us today. It is possible that 
he himself dictated the history of his own time. He wrote much, but as a 
translator — and a very scrupulous one — rather than an author, seeking 
first the sense word by word, or, as he said, thought by thought, and then 
transposing it into good English. Into a subject which interested him he 
would interpolate passages of his own composition. His aim in these 
translations was to bring such texts as he considered useful within the 
reach of a people who had lost their Latin. He translated Bede’s Eccle- 
siastical History y the Universal History of Orosius, the Pastoral Care of 
Gregory the Great (of which he provided fifty copies for the bishops and 
monasteries of the realm), and above all, the Consolation of Philosophy 
of Boethius, which this philosopher-king must indeed have appreciated. 

It is both strange and satisfying to contemplate this sovereign burdened 
with cares, ruling his sorely menaced country, and writing so simply of 
how he “turned into English the book that is called Pastoralis'' Artists 
as well as scholars he encouraged. Speaking of the famous Weyland, or 
Wieland, the Smith, he calls him “a wise man” and adds: “Wise I call 
him, because a good workman can never lose his skill, and that is a 
property whereof he can no more be deprived than the sun can change 
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its place.” Then the legends of his childhood return to his memory, and 
with an anticipation of Villon he wonders “where now are the bones of 
Wicland?” Finally, according to his biographer, he was anxious that the 
hours of devotions should be strictly observed in the monasteries, and 
conceived the idea of placing four candles in a horn lantern, carefully 
weighed so as to burn six hours each, so that their successive lighting 
might show almost exactly the correct time. This learned and devout 
soldier was also a man of invention. 

After the death of this great monarch, the prestige of the Anglo-Saxon 
sovereigns was further enhanced by his successors, trained in his school. 
They first recovered Mercia, then Northumbria, from the Danes. King 
Athelstan (924-941) could truthfully style himself “king of all the Britains.” 
The Danes settled in East Anglia intermingled with the Anglo-Saxon 
inhabitants, and began to adopt their language. But peace in England 
depended on two conditions — ^a strong king and the cessation of invasions. 
The piratical forays had apparently slowed down because the Norsemen, 
in their own lands, were engaged in internal struggles to create the king- 
doms of Norway and Denmark. When this period of conflict ended, 
voyages of adventure were resumed, all the more actively as many mal- 
contents wished to escape from the new-made monarchies. The Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicle, through the second half of the tenth century, shows the 
same baleful process at work as in the earlier onslaughts: first a few 
raiders, with seven or eight vessels, then whole flee’^s, then an army, then 
“the army.” This new invasion coincided with the reign of an inept king 
— Ethelred. Instead of defending himself, he reverted to the cowardly 
method of buying off “the army” for a heavy tribute, to pay which he 
had to levy a special tax, the Danegeld, a land tax of three or four shil- 
lings on each hide of land. The Danes’ appetites, of course, were whetted; 
they became more and more exigent; and after the death of Ethclrcd’s 
son, Edmund Ironside, who had tried to fight but was murdered, the 
Witan could find no solution but that of offering the crown to the leader 
of “the army,” Canute, the twenty-three-year-old brother of the King of 
Denmark. “The whole country,” says one chronicler, “chose Canute, and 
submitted of its own accord to the man whom it had lately resisted.” 

The choice turned out well. Canute had been a stern, even a cruel, foe, 
but he was intelligent and moderate in his ideas. A foreigner wishing to 
become an English king, he began by marrying the queen dowager, 
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Emma of Normandy, a woman older than himself but who linked him 
to his new kingdom. He made it clear at once that he would draw no 
lines between English and Danes. What was more, he put to death those 
of the English nobles who had betrayed his adversary, Edmund Ironside. 
How could a man who had deceived his master become a loyal servant? 
He disbanded his great army and kept only twoscore ships, the crews of 
which, some 3,200 men, formed his personal guard. These were the 
“housecarls,’* picked troops who, contrary to feudal usage, received pay- 
ment in money and not in land. To pay them Canute continued to levy 
the Danegeld, and bequeathed to the Conqueror this land tax, which the 
people themselves accepted. In 1018, at Oxford, Canute summoned a 
great assembly at which Danes and English pledged respect to the old 
Anglo-Saxon laws. An astonishing figure, this princely pirate who trans- 
formed himself when hardly more than twenty into a conservative and 
impartial king. A convert to Christianity, he showed such piety that he 
declined to wear his crown, and had it suspended above the high altar at 
Winchester as a sign that God alone is King. 

King of England in 1016, and King of Denmark by the death of his 
brother two years later, Canute conquered Norway in 1030 and, at the 
cost of surrendering the English rule over much country north of the 
Tweed, he received the homage of the Scottish king at about the same 
time. Once again England found her lot involved with the Nordic peo- 
ples. If Canute’s achievement had endured, and if William of Normandy 
had not come to confirm the Roman Conquest, how would the history of- 
Europe have shaped itself? But the Anglo-Scandinavian empire lacked 
the breath of life. Made up of stranger nations, and divided by dangerous 
seas, it existed only through one man. Canute died at forty, and his crea- 
tion perished with him. After some struggles between his sons, the Witan 
again showed its power of choice by reverting to the Saxon dynasty 
and choosing as king the second son of Ethelred, Edward. These alterna- 
tions buttressed the authority of the Witans, and royalty, a mere elective 
magistracy, lost much of its prestige. Certain earls were by now ruling 
several shires, and, if they had not been destroyed by the Norman Con- 
quest, would have become real local sovereigns and dangerous rivals to 
the King himself. 
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The Norman Conquest 


The Rollo who obtained the Duchy of Normandy from Charles the 
Simple in 91 1, by the verbal agreemeilt of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte, sprang 
from the same race as the conquerors of the Danelaw. But after a century 
these two stems of a single breed had diverged so widely that Danes in 
England were calling Danes in France “Frenchmen.” The English Danes 
had encountered a European civilization which was still feebly rooted, 
and they left their mark upon it; but the Norman Danes, confronted by 
Rome in the form of France, had imbibed the Latin spirit with surprising 
speed. From the end of the tenth century the Normans at Rouen spoke 
nothing but French, and the heir to the duchy had to be sent to Bayeux 
in order to learn his ancestral tongue. The blend of the old Roman order 
with youthful Norman energy had given excellent results. “O France!” 
wrote one chronicler, “thou layest stricken and low upon the ground. 
. . . But behold, from Denmark came forth a new race. . . . Compact 
was made, peace between her and thee. This race will lift up thy name 
and dominion to the skies.” 

The “Duke of Normandy’s peace,” that respect for law which he had 
soon contrived to impose on his territories, roused the admiration of the 
chroniclers. They recount how Duke Rollo hung some gold rings in an 
oak tree in the forest of Roumare (Rollinis mare) which remained there 
for three years. The old pirate chiefs — now barons, or juris — naturally 
chafed under this strictness, and continued to wage their private feuds 
with singular violence and cruelty. But the dukes had their way. Nor- 
mandy had no great vassals. None of its lords became strong enough to 
withstand the Duke, who was directly represented in each district by a 
viscount; and a viscount was not a mere bailiff of royal domains, but a 
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real governor. The Duke of Normandy levied money taxes and had a 
genuine financial administration known as the Exchequer. Of all his 
contemporary sovereigns, he approximated most closely to the head of a 
modern State. 

The Normans adopted the ceremonial and hierarchy of Continental 
chivalry much sooner than did the English. As in England, feudalism 
had developed in Europe through the need for local defense, but by the 
eleventh century it was regulated with more precision. Under the Duke 
of Normandy stood the barons, who in turn had power over the knights, 
a knight being the owner of land the tenure of which involved military 
service. At his baron’s summons, the knight had to present himself armed 
and mounted, and to remain in the field for forty days. This was a short 
time, but suited to short campaigns. For a lengthy enterprise like the con- 
quest of England special agreements had to be made. The baron himself 
had to answer his duke’s call to arms, bringing with him the knights 
dependent on him. In Normandy as elsewhere, feudal ceremonies in- 
cluded a symbolic act of homage : the vassal knelt with his weapons laid 
aside, placed his joined hands between those of his lord, and declared 
himself his man for a certain fief. The lord raised him and kissed him on 
the mouth, and then the vassal took the oath of fealty on the Gospel. To 
release oneself, an act of “de-fiance” {diffidatio) was required, but per- 
mitted only in defined circumstances. 

In these chivalrous ceremonials the Church was closely involved. After 
the conversion of the Normans their dukes had won especial favor from 
the Pope by their zeal in restoring the monasteries and churches de- 
stroyed by their fathers. They were born architects, with a sense of the 
planned unity of buildings which reflected their feeling for unity in gov- 
ernance, and were among the first to build great cathedrals. They sum- 
moned men of learning from afar. Lanfranc, for instance, a scholar of 
Padua, came to teach at Avranches and there became famous. Smitten 
with shame at his ignorance of religious matters, he wished to become a 
monk in the poorest of monastic houses, and entered one built on the 
banks of the Risk by Herlouin, at a place still called Bec-Hellouin. 
There he founded a school whose fame attracted Bretons, Flemings, and 
Germans to its courses of study. And from that lovely valley he was to 
set out to become Abbot of Caen, and then Archbishop of Canterbury. 

But how came it that a Duke of Normandy, in the eleventh century, 
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conceived the idea of making himself King of England? After the death 
of Canute’s ineffectual progeny, the Witan had proclaimed as king the 
natural heir of the Saxon sovereigns, Edward, named the Confessor by 
reason of his great piety, of whom his biographer naively remarks that he 
never spoke during divine service unless he had a question to propound. 
Edward the Confessor seems to have been a gentle, virtuous man, but 
childish and lacking in will. Despite a vow of chastity he took in mar- 
riage the daughter of the most powerful of his ealdormen, Godwin, for- 
merly a local lord but who had become predominant in Wessex. A mar- 
riage of this kind suited Godwin’s ambitions very well, as he hoped to 
play the part of the mayor of the palace in his son-in-law’s house. Who 
could tell? Had not the Capets once supplanted their royal masters? 
Edward’s upbringing in Normandy had made him more Norman than 
English; he spoke French; he was surrounded by Norman counselors; 
he chose a Norman, Robert of Jumieges, as Archbishop of Canterbury. 
He was visited by his cousin from Rouen, William the Bastard (later to 
be known as the Conqueror), who always maintained that Edward, 
during this visit, promised him the succession to the throne. Edward 
could not, in fact, offer a crown which was dependent, not on himself, 
but on the choice of the Witan; but it is possible that he made the offer 
to William, as he also did, apparently, to Harold, son of Godwin, and to 
Sweyn, King of Denmark. The kindly busybody Edward has been com- 
pared to a rich uncle who promises his fortune to several nephews. He 
had vowed to make a pilgrimage to Rome, but received a dispensation 
from the Holy Father on condition that he founded an abbey. He ac- 
cordingly built one at Westminster, and moved his own residence near 
to this, from its old position in the City of London. This act of piety 
of the Confessor’s had great and unpredictable consequences, for the 
removal of the royal palace from the City fostered an independent spirit 
among the citizens of London which, in time, exercised a great influence 
on the nation’s history. Edward the Confessor died in the summer of 
1066, leaving memories cherished by his people. For a long time it was 
“the laws of Edward” which every new sovereign had to swear to ob- 
serve, although Edward himself had made no new ones. But he was the 
last Saxon king before the Conquest, and thus became to the subject 
English a symbol of an independent England. 

William the Bastard, Duke of Normandy, was the natural son of Duke 



The 'Norman Conquest 

Robert and the daughter of a tanner in Falaise, Arietta by name. Ac- 
knowledged by his father, he succeeded him. At first the barons had 
caused much vexation to this sovereign who was both a bastard and a 
minor, and William’s apprenticeship was hard. But he emerged from the 
ordeal not only master of his duchy, but having increased it by the con- 
quest of Maine. He had made Normandy tranquil and prosperous. A 
man of dogged will, he knew how to hide his feelings and bide his time 
in days of failure. When his resolve to marry Matilda, daughter of Count 
Baldwin of Flanders, was countered by the Pope’s ban on a union within 
forbidden degrees of kinship, William was patient, and then forced the 
marriage. He stormed against Lanfranc, the prior of Bee, for venturing 
to condemn this defiance of a pontifical decree, but then made use of the 
same Lanfranc to negotiate a pardon from the Pope, which in the end 
he obtained on condition that he build those two noble churches of Caen, 
the Abbaye-aux-Hommes and the Abbaye-aux-Dames. During the par- 
leys this highly skillful prior of Bee had become intimate with the most 
powerful man in Rome, the monk Hildebrand, who was later to become 
Pope Gregory VII. Two ambitions were coming into harmony; William 
aspired to the crown of England, and in this great project the Pope could 
help him; Hildebrand hoped to make the Pope the suzerain and judge 
of all the princes of Christendom, and this candidate for a throne offered 
pledges to Rome which a lawful king would have declined to give. 

What claims had William to the English crown? Genealogically, none. 
The Duke of Normandy’s only relative in common with Edward the 
Confessor had been a greataunt, and he himself was a bastard. Besides, 
the English crown was elective, and at the disposal only of the Witan. 
Edward’s promise was a poor agreement, as Edward had promised to 
various claimants something which he had no right to pledge. But Lan- 
franc and William, who always subtly lent a moral covering to their 
desires, had ejigineered a diplomatic machination against the only pos- 
sible rival, Harold, son of Godwin and brother-in-law of Edward. The 
hapless Harold had been made prisoner by the Count of Ponthieu after 
being shipwrecked on his coasts, but was freed by William and conveyed 
to Rouen. There the Duke let him understand that he had full liberty, 
on the sole condition that he should do homage to him and become in 
the feudal sense “his” man. In this ceremony Harold had to give an oath, 
the exact details of which are unknown. It may have been to marry Wil- 
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liam’s daughter, or to support William’s claim to the English throne. 
Whatever it was, he swore something which afterwards was held against 
him. The chronicler even avers that the Normans had hidden two sacred 
reliquaries underneath the table when the oath was taken, and our 
knowledge of William makes the story quite probable. 

Was an oath given under duress valid? Once free, Harold did not re- 
gard himself as bound; and again the choice of a king of England was 
not in his hands. When Edward died the Witan showed no hesitation 
between a bold and well-beloved lord, Harold, and a mere child, Egbert’s 
only descendant, Edgar the Atheling. Within twenty-four hours Harold, 
the elected king, was crowned in the new Abbey of Westminster. There 
had been no question at all of William. But immediately a well-staged 
propagandist campaign was launched in Europe, and especially at Rome, 
at the instigation of William and Lanfranc. The Duke of Normandy 
called upon Christendom to take cognizance of the felonious act whereof 
he was the victim. Harold, he maintained, was his vassal, was violating 
both feudal law and a solemn oath, and had filched a crown promised 
to one who was, however remotely, of the blood royal and no mere 
usurper like the son of Godwin. William’s bad faith is beyond doubt; he, 
of all men, knew how the oath had been obtained, and what his claims 
were really worth. But the facts, as presented with skill and judged by 
feudal standards, seemed to press strongly against Harold. That age had 
its principles of feudal law, as ours has those of international law; those 
who had least respect for them accused others of violating them. In any 
case, Rome supported the Duke of Normandy because he had under- 
taken to adopt the ideas of Hildebrand and to reform the Church in 
England. The Pope declared in William’s favor and, in token of his 
blessing on the enterprise, sent him a consecrated banner and a ring 
containing a hair of St. Peter. For so difficult a campaign the ordinary 
forty days’ service of the Norman knights would not have sufficed. 
Harold’s housc<arls formed an excellent and dangerous body of troops. 
When William first laid his plan before the assembled barons at Lille- 
bonne, it was coldly received. Everything looked hazardous. But William 
had the knack of transforming an act of international brigandage into a 
real crusade. And a profitable one: to all his Norman vassals he promised 
money and lands in England. His brother Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, more 
soldier than prelate, recruited fighting-men, and William sent invita- 
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tions throughout Europe. Adventurous barons came from Anjou, from 
Brittany and Flanders, even from Apulia and Aragon. It Avas a slow 
mobilization, but that mattered little, as the fleet had to be built before 
embarkation could be started. The Bayeux Tapestry shows how forests 
were felled for the building of the seven hundred and fifty vessels then 
necessary to transport 12,000 or 15,000 men, of whom 5,000 or 6,000 were 
horsemen. Early in September, 1066, the fleet was ready. For a fortnight 
longer William was delayed by contrary winds; but, as often happens in 
human history, this unwelcome delay brought him an easy victory. 
For in the meantime there had arrived on the Northumbrian coast the 
King of Norway with three hundred galleys. At the bidding of the 
traitorous Tostig, Harold’s brother, he too had arrived to claim the 
crown of England. Harold, who was awaiting William off the Isle of 
Wight, had to hasten north with his housC'Carls. He inflicted total defeat 
and destruction on the Norwegians, but on the morrow of his victory 
learned that William had landed unopposed on the shore of Pevensey, on 
September 28th. The wind had changed. 

By forced marches Harold came south. Things were starting ill for 
him. His guard had been broken by the clash with the Norwegians. The 
north-country thanes had done their fighting and showed little ardor to 
follow him. The bishops were perturbed by the papal protection granted 
to William. The country contained a “Norman party,” formed of all the 
Frenchmen introduced by Edward the Confessor. The only battle of the 
war was fought near Hastings, where two types of army were con- 
fronted. Harold’s men formed the traditional mounted infantry of their 
country, riding when on the move and dismounting to fight. The Nor- 
mans, on the other hand, charged on horseback, supported by archers. 
The first charges of the Norman horsemen failed to seize the ridge held 
by the English, but William, a good tactician, used the classic feint of 
armies and beat a retreat. Harold’s footmen left their position in pursuit 
of him, and when the Normans saw the English troops fully committed 
to this, their cavalry swung around and closed in on the flanks of the 
English foot. In the massacre Harold himself fell. The superiority of 
cavalry, already well established in Europe, was confirmed by this battle. 

William’s character is further clarified by the subsequent military and 
diplomatic moves. Instead of attacking London directly, he encircled 
the town, surrounding it with a belt of ravaged country, and awaited the 
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inevitable surrender. Instead of proclaiming himself King of England, 
he waited for the crown to be offered to him, and even then made a 
show of hesitation. He tried characteristically to “put his possible ad- 
versaries in the wrong,** and wished to appear in all men’s eyes as the 
lawful sovereign. At last, on Christmas Day, 1066, he was crowned at 
Westminster. At the gates of the City, he had already laid the first stones 
of the fortress on the left bank of the Thames which was to become the 
Tower of London. 

What did these Normans find in England? A peasant people of 
pioneering Saxons and Danes, living in village communities, cut off 
from each other by woods and heaths, and grouped around the wooden 
church and their lord’s hall. The Celts of Wales and Scotland did not 
form part of the kingdom conquered by William. The Saxons, like the 
Romans, had abandoned the attempt to conquer the Celtic tribes of the 
north and west. The Danes in the east had thrown in their lot with the 
Saxons, but with fresher memories than the latter of their piratical past, 
they remained more independent. For a strong king, this realm of Eng- 
land, much smaller than France, would be comparatively easy to rule. 
It had long possessed institutions of its own — a system of taxation in the 
geldy and a mass levy in the fyrd. These instruments were to be used by 
the Norman kings, but from these kings came most of the institutions 
which made England distinctive in its originality. The Saxon kings did 
not summon a parliament; they did not try offenders by royal judges 
with the assistance of a jury; they did not found universities properly 
so called. The only Saxon institutions which survived were those regu- 
lating local and rural life. The fine old Saxon words designating the 
tools of husbandry, the beasts of the field, or the fruits of tilling, have 
to this day retained their bold and simple forms. Village assemblies be- 
came transformed into parish bodies, wherein Englishmen were to con- 
tinue their apprenticeship in the art of governance by committees and 
compromise. The boundaries of parishes and counties were to remain 
almost unaltered. But although the village cells which composed the 
frame of England were in existence in the year 1066, it was to be the 
Norman and Angevin kings, during the next three centuries, who would 
give that frame its form and organs. 
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Chapter I 


Outcome of the Norman Conquest: the Central Government 


The position of William in England on the morrow of his coronation 
was very ambiguous. He sought, de jure, to be the lawful sovereign, sprung 
of the old royal stock, preserving continuity, reluctant to innovate; de 
facto, he was a conqueror, with a train of five or six thousand grasping 
knights to whom he had promised land, which would have to be provided 
at the expense of existing landowners. He himself might claim kinship 
with the Anglo-Danes, cousinhood with the Anglo-Saxons, but his Nor- 
mans had been so thoroughly transformed in the course of three or four 
generations that their language was incomprehensible to the English. 
Even their characteristics had changed. The chronicler William of 
Malmesbury, comparing the two nations, portrays the English nobility 
as given to drinking, gluttony, and debauchery, while the French “lived 
frugally in splendid manors.” To balance this, the English lords were 
more generous, and, he says, seldom sought their own enrichment, 
whereas the Normans envied their equals, robbed their subjects, and 
would change their sovereign if they stood so to gain. The Norman King 
himself, to the indignation of the Saxon scribe, leased out his lands as 
dearly as possible, and transferred them to any higher bidder — which 
was good stewardship but doubtful chivalry. “This (battle of Hastings) 
was a fatal day to England, a melancholy havoc of our dear country, 
through its change of masters.” But how were these few Normans, 
isolated on foreign shores in a time of slow and difficult communications, 
to maintain themselves and rule? The conquerors had a number of ad- 
vantages. In William they had a born leader, who brought from Nor- 
mandy sound experience in sovereignty; local opposition they met, but 
no national resistance; and above all they had an impressive mastery in 
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armed force. After the defeat of Harold’s housc-carls, no army in Eng- 
land could again oppose the feudal cavalry of the Normans. Further, 
they were skilled in the building of strongholds, either on hills or, in 
flat country, on artificial mottes, which before the days of cannon were 
impregnable. It was not long before the hapless English peasants, in all 
the march counties, were giving forced labor to raise these earthen 
mounds and crenelated towers which would then keep them in sub- 
jection. On these artificial mottes the first building had to be of wood, 
because the soft earth could not support a heavier structure; but stone 
replaced this when the earth had become more solid. But William, 
a prudent monarch, authorized such building only to house royal gar- 
risons, as at the Tower of London or in the remoter regions of the north 
and west, where he installed trusty men. The lords of the central parts 
were forbidden to own fortified castles, and William was a man to make 
his veto respected. 

It was characteristic of the Conqueror to affix a mask of justice to the 
most arbitrary actions. To distribute the promised demesnes to his 
Normans, he had to rob the vanquished; but he robbed them with due 
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propriety. He first deprived traitors of their land, traitors being those 
who had fought for Harold — z. legal fiction which just held water because 
he, William, declared himself to be the lawful sovereign. He then took 
advantage of the numerous revolts, and annexed new territories for the 
Crown. With appalling severity he crushed a rising in the north, burning 
villages far and near, and then raised the superb castle of Durham to 
dominate that ravaged land, flanking it with a cathedral worthy of his 
abbeys at Caen. In the end, the last of the Saxon rebels, Hereward the 
Wake, was overcome, and he organized the kingdom. For himself he 
kept 1,422 of the manors which had become “lawfully” vacant, and this 
insured him unrivaled military power and wealth. After William, the 
two lords most generously provided for were his two half-brothers, Robert 
of Mortain, and Odo, Bishop of Bayeux, who received 795 and 439 
manors, respectively. Other domains were much smaller. The unit of 
land was the “knight’s fee,” which sent one knight to the king in time 
of war. William created numerous domains counted as from one to five 
knights’ fees, the holders of which were to form as it were a feudal “plebs,” 
which the great lords could not draw into league against the King. The 
greater domains themselves were not in single hands, but made up of man- 
ors scattered throughout the country. Thus, from the first, there was no su- 
zerainty comparable to that exercised in France by a Count of Anjou 
or a Duke of Brittany. After conquest and partition, the country was held 
by about five thousand Norman knights, who were at once landed pro- 
prietors and an army of occupation. In principle the loyal English had 
the same rights as these Frenchmen; in practice, all important posts were 
held by Normans. The indispensable Lanfranc, summoned from Caen, 
became Archbishop of Canterbury. The day of the Ceolfrids and Wil- 
frids and Athelstans was over; their places were taken by Goeffreys and 
Roberts and Simons. The Conqueror’s companions formed the new nobil- 
ity of England. 

As in India or Morocco today, two languages were simultaneously 
used in one country. The ruling classes, the Court, the lords and judges 
spoke French; the higher clergy spoke French and Latin; and to this 
day, after nine centuries, some of the old French formulas of the Norman 
kings are used in England — ‘*Le rot s'avisera . . — '"Le roi remercie ses 
bons sujets, accepte leur bSnSvolence et ainsi le veult . . The local rep- 
resentatives of the King and the lords had to speak both languages, as 
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the common folk still spoke English. For almost three centuries English 
was to remain a language with neither literature nor granunar, only 
spoken and spoken by the populace. It developed quickly, however, be- 
cause only the upper classes are conservative in speech. English was a 
Germanic tongue, with complex inflections. But the common people sim- 
plify, and English, once freed from the tutelage of gentility, soon ac- 
quired its wonderful suppleness. Words uttered by untutored men or 
foreigners preserve only their accented syllable: whence comes the great 
number of single-syllabled words which gives English poetry its pe- 
culiarly rich quality. Meanwhile, in contact with their masters, the Saxon 
and Danish peasants were learning a few words of French, which be- 
came English almost without change. There were ecclesiastical terms 
like “prior,” “chapel,” “mass,” “charity,” “grace”; military, such as 
“tower,” “standard,” “castle,” “peace” and words like “court,” “crown,” 
“council,” “prison,” “justice,” complete a truthful sketch of the admin- 
istrative relation between the two classes. A curious fate befell the 
French word preux, applied to a valiant knight, its English version, 
proud, coming to mean haughty or disdainful — ^the master’s point of 
view, and the servant’s. 

The results of men’s actions are unpredictable. Just as the clouding- 
over of the English language produced its peculiar beauty, so the Con- 
quest became the starting-point of English freedom. The King of France, 
“poor in his domains” and ringed around by domineering vassals, had 
painfully to conquer his own kingdom, and having done so, to impose 
a stern discipline upon it, the King of England, who had distributed the 
lands himself, safeguarded his interests, and from the first prevented the 
growth of any large domains which might rival his own. Born of a con- 
quest, English royalty was vigorous from the start. The indisputable 
strength of the central power made it comparatively tolerant. In France 
the King’s bureaucracy had to assert its authority by force, not always suc- 
cessfully or universally, and the unity of law was only finally established 
by the Revolution. In England the Crown was secure, and this enabled 
it to organize the Saxon heritage of local liberties, and to oblige the 
barons to respect them. 

The Norman King had a court, the Concilium or Curia Regis, which 
corresponded roughly to the Saxon Witan. Three times a year, as Alfred 
or Edward the Confessor had done in days gone by, William “wore his 
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crown” at Westminster, Winchester, and Gloucester, and there held “deep 
converse with his wise men.” But whereas the Saxon Witan in the days of 
the powerful Ealdormen had been masters of the king, the Norman 
Council generally confined itself to listening and approval. Barons, 
bishops, and abbots attended, not as a national duty, but as a feudal duty 
to their suzerain. These convocations were irregular: sometimes the Coun- 
cil consisted of a hundred and fifty prelates and magnates, at others the 
King was content to consult on some question with only those of his 
counselors who happened to be present when it arose. This lesser Coun- 
cil also varied in composition. But the presence of the sovereign sufficed 
to make any decision valid. In his absence — and being also Duke of 
Normandy he had frequently to cross the Channel — a Justiciar adminis- 
tered the realm, guided by a few trusted men like Lanfranc and Odo of 
Bayeux. 

The Norman Conquest was not followed by a ruthless breach with the 
past. Such a break would not have been possible. How could five 
thousand men, however well armed in comparison, have dictated to a 
whole people and forced them to abandon the habits they had acquired 
during century after century? On the contrary, William the Conqueror 
who regarded himself as the heir of the Saxon kings, was glad to make 
appeal to their laws and judgments. He preserved all such of the Saxon 
institutions as served his plans. 

The jyrd was to become a useful weapon against the barons when the 
peasantry came to regard themselves as allies of the Crown — an alliance 
which was soon reached. In the Saxon sheriffs the Norman King recog- 
nized his viscounts, and found an instrument of government. He there- 
fore appointed a sheriff for each shire, intrusting him with the collection 
of taxes, the administration of the court of justice in the shire (which now 
was called the county), and in general with the representation of the 
central power. William did not suppress the manorial courts, but he con- 
trolled them. The office of sheriff was not hereditary and this functionary 
was himself supervised occasionally by envoys of the King, comparable to 
the missi dominici of Charlemagne. At a time when the lords on the Conti- 
nent had both greater and lesser rights of justice in their own hands, their 
counterparts in England saw their courts passing more and more under the 
control of a strict sovereign. The sheriff punished abuses of power and noted 
signs of popular discontent. The whole policy of the Norman monarchs 
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was one of checking the barons by securing the support of the freemen, until 
the people and barons in unison came in their turn to curb the power of the 
Crown. The English nobility, it has been pointed out, is a unique example 
of an aristocracy obliged to join hands with the populace to play a part in the 
State. That alliance was a factor in the growth of parliamentary institutions. 

It would be misleading, not to say crude, if we conceived the image of 
a royal power constantly concerned with checkmating rebellious lords. 
Hostility could not have been a normal relation between William and 
his companions, as he needed them and they needed him. We should not, 
therefore, picture feudal England in such simple terms as those of the 
king using the support of the people to curb the barons. Actually, 
mediaeval society was comparatively stable; the barons collaborated with 
the King; and it was from among them that he chose his agents, thus 
introducing the aristocracy with the great administrative and local parts 
which it has since filled, even to our own day. Some of the baronage 
may have been turbulent, but most of them were loyal, and helped the 
King to suppress rebellion. A period of general revolt, as at the time of 
Magna Carta, meant that the king had overstepped his rights and that 
the barons were acting in self-defense, sometimes with the support of 
the knights and burgesses. But these troublous times were brief, and 
although they fill the pages of history with their hubbub, they must not 
blind us to the long, tranquil years during which king, nobles, and com- 
mon people behaved as members of a united body, and during which a 
civilization was being unobtrusively built up. 

For a king to be able to impose his will on a warlike nobility im- 
patient of all trammels, two conditions are essential: the sovereign must 
have armed force, and must possess an assured revenue. In his opposition 
to the barons William could count on the main body of the knights, on 
his own vassals, and before long on the fyrd. At Salisbury, in 1086, he 
took oaths of homage directly from the vassals of his vassals, so that a 
troth pledged to the king outweighed any other loyalty. As regards rev- 
enue, the Norman King was well provided. He had, to start with, the 
revenue of his private domain — 1,422 manors, with farms as well. 
William’s lands brought him eleven thousand pounds annually (some 
say seventeen thousand), twice as much as Edward the Confessor had 
enjoyed, and to this were added the feudal revenues (“reliefs”) due from 
vassals; “aids” in the case of crusade, ransom, marriage of the suzerain’s 
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daughter, entry into chivalry of an eldest son; “wardship” of the 
property of minors; the Danegeld, a legacy of the Saxon kings; payments 
made by burgesses of towns and by Jews; and finally, fines. The ex- 
chequer accounts show that under William’s successors these fines were 
numerous, and sometimes curious. We read how Walter de Caucy paid 
fifteen pounds for leave to marry when and whom he might choose; how 
Wiverone of Ipswich paid four pounds and one silver mark to marry 
only the man she might choose; how William de Mandeville gave the 
king twenty thousand marks to be able to marry Isabel, Countess of 
Gloucester; how the wife of Hugo de Neville gave the king two hun- 
dred pounds for leave to lie with her husband (who must have been a 
prisoner of the king). Behind these accounts one can detect a robust, 
roguish humor in that Norman Court. Lastly, the king sold liberties; 
under Stephen, London gave a hundred silver marks to choose her 
sheriffs; the Bishop of Salisbury gave a palfrey to have a market in his 
city; some fishermen paid for the right to salt their catch; and the profits 
of justice increased with the prestige of the royal Courts. 

The Conqueror had previously pledged his word to the Papacy for 
the reform of the Church in England. With the help of Lanfranc, even 
greater as statesman than as churchman, he kept his word. The ignorant 
and licentious clergy had lost the respect of the faithful; priests wore 
lay clothes and drank like lords; bishops used unlawful means of pro- 
curing advancement. Orders came from Rome, where Hildebrand had 
become Pope Gregory VII in 1073, that Lanfranc should compel the 
celibacy of the clergy, that the investiture of bishops should remain in 
Papal hands, and that the King of England, who owed the throne to 
him, should do him homage. Lanfranc and William moved cautiously. 
It would have been dangerous to impose strict celibacy on the Saxon 
priests; allowances would have to be made for the customs and moral 
standards of this newly acquired country. The Italo-Norman Lanfranc 
was already writing “we English” and “our island.” He disallowed the 
celebration of further marriages of priests, forbade bishops and canons to 
have wives, but authorized parish priests already married to remain so. 
He admitted that only Rome could depose bishops, but maintained the 
elective principle, and that of investiture by the Crown. On the other 
hand, he submitted his own dispute with the Archbishop of York to 
Rome, and obtained a confirmation of Canterbury’s primacy. In the 
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end, the King, writing a “firm and respectful” letter, declined to regard 
himself as the Pope’s vassal. The whole negotiation was marked by great 
deference on the part of the King, and by courtesy and goodwill on that 
of the Pope; but one can feel the pressure of inevitable quarrels be- 
tween the Papacy and the civil power. 

Two of Lanfranc’s reforms were to have important repercussions in 
days to come. Firstly, he initiated the custom of holding “convocations,” 
or ecclesiastical assemblies, at the same time as the great Council. Many 
of the prelates sat both in the feudal body, as temporal lords, and in the 
clerical synod, too. Both assemblies were presided over by the King, but 
the fact that they were distinct was later to prevent the growth in the 
English Parliament of a direct clerical representation like the clerical 
Estate in France. Secondly, Lanfranc and William wished to have rights 
over the Church in England similar to those of the Duke over the Church 
in Normandy: namely, that the King’s consent was necessary for the 
recognition in England of any Pope; that no negotiation should be 
carried on with Rome unknown to himself; that the decisions of English 
ecclesiastical councils could be valid only with his approval; and that 
barons and royal officials could not be judged by ecclesiastical courts 
without the King’s consent. The conflict between Church and State was 
already taking shape. 

William’s prompt affirmation of his conqueror’s authority over nobles 
and ecclesiastics laid the foundations of a great monarchy. But he was 
not an absolute sovereign. His coronation oath bound him to maintain 
the Anglo-Saxon laws and usages; he had to respect the feudal rights 
granted to his companions; he feared and revered the Church. William 
the Conqueror could not conceive the idea of absolute monarchy as it 
was later envisaged by Charles I or Louis XIV. The Middle Ages did 
not even imagine a State in the modern sense of the word; a country’s 
equilibrium, as they saw it, was not insured by a central keystone, but 
by a network of coherent and mutually strengthening local rights. The 
Norman King was very strong; his will was circumscribed by no written 
Constitution; but if he violated his oath of suzerainty his vassals would 
feel justified in renouncing their feudal oath. Insurrection remained a 
feudal right, and a day was to come when the barons exercised it. The 
gradual emergence of the rules forming the Constitution came from 
the need for replacing insurrection by some simpler and safer means 
of calling an unjust sovereign to order. 
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From the days of the Saxon kings there had been peasants and lords, 
cottages and manors; but the Saxon temper was willing to let custom be 
added to custom and form a complex economic network. The Normans, 
with their clear constructive minds, introduced a more rigid structure, 
based on the axiom that there could be no land without its lord. The 
apex of the economic, as of the political, hierarchy was the king. He was 
the landlord of the whole realm, and for the Norman spirit to be com- 
pletely satisfied by this logical edifice, it was taken for granted that the 
king himself derived his kingdom from God. The king, however, kept 
only part of his lands, granting the remainder in fief to great landlords 
and to single knights, against military service and specified dues. Sup- 
posing, for instance, that the king granted one hundred manors to a 
baron in return for the promise of fifty knights in time of war, this 
baron would retain forty of these manors to keep up his own mode of 
life and that of his dependents, and would give sixty in fief to lesser 
vassals in return for the service of sixty knights. (The tenant-in-chief 
would insure his personal standing and avoid fines for failure in his 
commitments by taking care always to have rather more soldiers at his 
disposal than he promised to the king.) In principle, and ruling out 
serious crimes, all these fiefs were hereditary, in order of primogeniture, 
which would avoid breaking up of estates. The lord and the knight 
were themselves unable to practice, as a modern landowner might, agri- 
culture on a large scale, because they would have had no market for their 
produce; they reserved only a home farm, and granted the remainder 
to peasants in return for dues in kind and in labor. In Saxon times the 
peasant hierarchy had been as complex as that of the nobility, since the 
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acquisition of rights created different forms of status. Distinctions were 
then drawn between freemen, socmen (hardly distinguishable from free- 
men), cottarii and bordariu The Norman lords were almost blind to these 
subtleties, and took small account of them. It is not hard to imagine how 
difficult it would be for a Saxon socman to explain his privileged status 
to an impatient conqueror ignorant of his language. And it is notice- 
able that during the two decades after the Conquest, except in the Danc- 
land of the northeast, the freemen almost totally vanish. All the peasants 
become cither villeins (who till a virgate^ or about thirty acres), or cou 
ters (who have only four or five acres). Times were bad for the survival 
of the small free, and semi-free, cultivators. In the years of the Norman 
land settlement many of them disappeared. In Cambridgeshire there 
were nine hundred socmen in the time of Edward the Confessor: in 1086 
there were two hundred. 

We know exactly the composition of the different classes in the 
nation twenty years after the Conquest, as in 1085 William the Conqueror 
“wore his crown at Gloucester and held deep converse with his wise 
men.** There he showed that the Danegeld of the previous year had 
yielded disappointing returns. It was a lucrative imposition (in 991 it had 
produced ten thousand pounds, in 1002 twenty-four thousand, in 1018, 
under Canute, seventy-two thousand), but for effective collection it was 
essential to have an accurate account of all the lands of the realm. At 
this Council of Gloucester it was accordingly resolved that certain barons, 
appointed as special commissioners, should traverse the whole country. 
Their instructions were that the king’s barons should require by oath 
from the sheriff of each shire, from all barons, and from their French- 
men, and from the priest of each hundred, and from six villeins of each 
village, a statement of the name of the castle and of its occupant now and 
in the reign of King Edward; how many hides of land and how many 
plows on the domain; how many freemen, slaves, socmen, how much 
woodland and meadow; how many mills and fishponds. All of which 
was to be set down as it was in the time of King Edward, as it was when 
King William granted the domain, and as it was at the time of the sur- 
vey in 1086. It was also to be declared how much more now than for- 
merly could be extracted from the domain. The commissioners com- 
pleted their task, and the summary of their survey formed what is 
called Domesday Book. 


[69] 



The Miracle of England 

Statistical surveys of this kind had certainly been made in the days of 
the Saxon kings, as they would have been necessary for the raising of a 
tax like the Danegeld, but these Norman reports arc meticulous in their 
detail : At Limpsfield in Surrey “there are on the home farm five plough 
teams: there arc also 25 villeins and 6 cotters with 14 teams amongst 
them. There is a mill worth 2s a year and one fishery, a church and four 
acres of meadow, wood for 150 pigs and two stone quarries, each worth 
2s a year, and two nests of hawks in the wood and ten slaves. In King 
Edward’s time the estate was worth £20 a year, afterwards ^^15, now 
Not even the most isolated man escapes the Conqueror’s inquisition: “Here 
[in Herefordshire] in the midst of the woodlands, and outside the district 
of any hundred, lives a solitary farmer. He owns a plough team of eight 
oxen and has his own plough. Two serfs help him to cultivate the hundred 
or so acres that he has reclaimed. He pays no taxes and is the vassal of 
no man.” The horror of the Saxon chronicler for this Norman precision 
is touching, and slightly comical: “So skilfully,” he says, “was this state- 
ment drawn up by his commissioners that there was not one yard of land, 
no (and it is shameful to say that the King was not ashamed to do this), 
not even one ox nor one cow, nor one pig, that were not inscribed on his 
roll.” Adding up the figures set out in the Domesday Book, we find 
nearly 9,300 tenants-in-chief and vassals, representing the nobility and the 
ecclesiastical dignitaries; 35,000 freemen and socmen, nearly all in the 
north and east; 108,000 villeins; 89,000 cotters; 25,000 slaves (who become 
serfs during the next century) : in all, nearly 300,000 families, which en- 
ables us to estimate the whole population at a million and a half, per- 
haps two million, with women and children. 

The economic unit of feudalism was the manor, just as its political 
unit was the knight’s holding of land, sending a single horseman to the 
king’s army. The size of the manor varied, but in many cases it cor- 
responded to a present-day village. Frequently manors were separated by 
intervening forests or heaths, connected to their neighbors only by tracks 
which winter made impassable. In the center was the hall, later the castle, 
belonging to the lord of the manor and surrounded by his farm or 
private land. When the lord held several manors, he went from one to 
another to make use on the spot of the dues paid to him in kind. In his 
absence he was represented by a seneschal, or bailiff. The communal fields 
and meadows preserved the same aspect as in the times of the Saxon mas- 
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ters. The villeins were obliged to have all their corn ground by the lord’s 
mill; but many of them surreptitiously ground their own, although they 
were fined if detected. The peasants were headed by the reeve of their 
own election, who, caught between the bailiff and the villagers, led a dif- 
ficult life. Many local disputes were judged by the manor court, which 
was held every three weeks in the hall, or under an oak tree traditionally 
so used, and was presided over by the lord of the manor or his repre- 
sentative. In principle only trifling offenses were there dealt with: 
“William Jordan in mercy for bad ploughing on the lord’s land. Pledge, 
Arthur. Fine, 6d. . . . Ragenhilda of Bee gives 2S, for having married 
without licence. Pledge, William of Primer. . . . The parson of the Church 
is in mercy for his cow caught in the lord’s meadow. Pledges, Thomas 
Ymer and William Coke. . . . From the whole township of Little Og- 
bourne, except seven, for not coming to wash the lord’s sheep, 6s 8d. . . . 
Twelve jurors say that Hugh Cross has right in the bank and hedge 
about which there was a dispute between him and William White.’’ Only 
to a few manors had the king granted the right of trying more serious 
crimes. Theoretically a manor was supposed to be self-sufficing, having 
its own cordwainer, its wheelwright, its weavers. The weavers spun the 
wool. Nothing was bought from outside but salt, iron or steel tools, and 
millstones. These last were rarities, coming sometimes from near Paris, 
and the bailiff had to go to the port where they were landed to negotiate 
their purchase and arrange for their conveyance. To pay for these im- 
ports the manor exported wool and hides. All other produce was locally 
consumed, except where a market was near at hand. 

The position of the villeins might seem to our day to be none too 
happy. The villein was bound to the soil, and could not go away if he 
were discontented. He was sold with the property. Even an abbot did 
not scruple to buy and sell men for twenty shillings apiece. We find 
a rich widow making a gift of villeins; “Know all present and future that 
I, Dame Aundrina de Driby, formerly wife to Robert de Driby, in my 
lawful power and free widowhood, have given, granted, quit-claimed, 
and by this my present deed confirmed, for myself and my heirs, to my 
well-beloved and faithful Henry Cole of Baston and his heirs, for their 
service, Agnes daughter to Jordan Blanet of Baston, and Simon Calf 
dwelling at Stamford, with all their chattels and live-stock, and suits and 
issue, and all claim of serfdom and villeinage which I or my heirs have 
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or might have had therein.” The villein could give his daughters in mar- 
riage only with the lord’s consent, and had to pay for that. If he died the 
lord could claim a death duty of the best head of cattle, or the most hand- 
some object, left by the dead man; and after the lord, the parish priest 
had the right to claim his share of the heritage. Thus, the receipts of an 
abbey will show cows, goats, and pigs received in payment of these claims 
on death. The socman took a share only in unusual work, such as cart- 
ing corn to market for the lord, but the villein worked on the manor- 
farm for two or three days a week, and also gave other days for sheep 
dipping or shearing, gathering acorns, or making hay. He paid a small 
tribute in kind: merely a dozen eggs at Easter, a slab of honey, a few 
chickens, a load of wood. Furthermore, the lord could levy an annual 
“tallage,” of varying value, from his serfs. This body of dues seems heavy 
enough, but was perhaps no more of a burden than the more modern type 
of farming lease which hands over half of the produce to the landowner. 
In lieu of half of his produce, the lord required about half of the peasant’s 
time. Reeves and bailiffs quarreled hotly about these exactions of labor 
and after long bargaining they came to understandings, sometimes for 
better, sometimes for worse. Summer was bound to weigh heavily on the 
villein, as it still does on farm workers, “but winter was of necessity quiet, 
and the Church kept watch over Sundays and over the countless saints’ 
days.” Finally, every lord was bound to respect manorial usages, the tra- 
ditional rights of the village which the peasants themselves undertook to 
keep alive. At a later date all these rights and obligations were inscribed 
in the manorial records. About the middle of the thirteenth century it 
became customary to hand to tenants on their request a copy of the pages 
in that register touching upon their lands and rights. Those in posses- 
sion of such copies were termed “copyholders,” in contrast to the “free- 
holders,” whose property was absolute and unencumbered. 

An outstanding grievance of the native English against the Conqueror 
or his Normans was the creation of royal forests. As Duke of Normandy, 
William had had vast forests where he could hunt the stag and boar. As 
King of England he wished to provide for his favorite pastime, and not 
far from Winchester, his capital, he planted the New Forest, thus de- 
stroying (according to the chroniclers) sixty villages, many fertile fields 
and churches, and ruining thousands of inhabitants. The figures seem 
exaggerated, but those royal forests were certainly a lasting grievance. In 
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the twelfth century they covered a third of the area of the kingdom, and 
were protected by ruthless laws. In William s day anyone killing a hind 
or a stag had his eyes put out. To kill boars or hares meant mutilation. 
At a later date, the slaying of a deer in the royal forest was punished by 
hanging. In this respect the Conqueror’s private passions outweighed 
his political judgment. 

At first the Conquest hardly changed the lot of the small Saxon towns. 
Those which resisted were dismantled; here and there the King’s men 
razed houses to make room for a Norman keep; but, as amends, the 
Conqueror’s peace allowed merchants to grow rich. The liberties of 
London had been prudently confirmed: “William, King, greets William, 
Bishop, and Godfrey, Portreeve, and all the burghers within London, 
French and English, friendly. And I give you to know I will that you 
be all those laws worthy that you were in the days of King Edward. And 
I will that every child be his father’s heir after his father’s day. And I 
will not suffer that any man offer you any wrong. God keep you.” 

New craftsmen came over from Normandy in the train of the armies, 
among them Jewish traders. The position of these last could only be 
precarious in a Christian community, whose transactions were all based 
on religious oaths. As their Sabbath did not coincide with the Christians’ 
Sunday, they could not easily undertake farm work, or even shopkeeping; 
and as ordinary livelihoods were thus barred to them, they sought refuge 
in moneylending, a trade forbidden to Catholics by the Church. The 
Gospels, literally interpreted, did not admit that money, which is 
sterile, could produce interest. In the twelfth century a Norman baron 
in need of money to go campaigning had to apply to the Jews, who ex- 
acted enormous usurious charges. Doubly hated as enemies of Christ and 
as professional creditors, these hapless creatures, living in special quar- 
ters, the Jewries, were the natural victims of any wave of popular anger. 
Their sole protector was the king, to whom they belonged, body and 
goods, like serfs. The royal city of Winchester was the only one in which 
a Jew could be a citizen, and was styled the English Jerusalem. The title 
deeds of Jews were kept in a special room of the Palace of Westminster, 
and their debts, like the king’s, were privileged. One Jew, Aaron of Lin- 
coln, became a real banker in the time of Henry II, of such importance 
that for the liquidation of his affairs after his death a special department 
of the Exchequer had to be set up, the Scaccarium Aaronis, In return 
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for this protection, the King called for money from the Jews when he re- 
quired it. In normal years they provided about to the Exchequer, 

one seventh of Henry IFs total revenue: “it was in the Hebrew coffers 
that the Norman kings found strength to hold their baronage at bay.” 

The Saxon and Danish peasantry were doubtless as angry as the 
chronicler when the Norman kings began with such humiliating pre- 
cision to reckon up men’s wealth, levy strict exactions, and establish their 
barons all up and down the country. But at least this new order provided 
security. With a strong king, under the feudal system, the common man 
might not be free to move as he listed, or sell his goods or change his 
occupation; but his place in the social framework was uncontested. His 
land could not be sold without himself, and he was not a victim of 
economic crisis or sale at a loss. Nobody could lawfully deprive him of 
the means of producing food for himself and his wife. His obligations 
to his lord might be burdens, but they were at least clearly defined, and 
the lord had to respect custom. The villein was not so well protected 
against judicial error as the ordinary man today, but the Norman kings 
were at pains to provide safeguards for him. It would be too simple, of 
course, to suppose that men then were contented with their lot; humanity 
has always been divided, more or less equally, into optimists and pessi- 
mists. But most Englishmen in the twelfth century hardly conceived of 
a social structure other than what they knew. Although they did not 
hesitate to criticize the mode of life of the priesthood, they were sin- 
cerely religious, and regarded a king duly anointed and crowned as a 
sacred figure. The personal bond between them and their lord seemed 
perfectly natural, and with enduring memories of past dangers, of 
piratical raiders and sacked villages, the existence of a military class 
seemed to them necessary. It was during the thirteenth century that the 
feudal system, in a society where that system had made life more secure, 
began to appear burdensome and useless. And before much longer, like 
all systematic regimes, it was to die of its own success. 
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For twenty-one years William reigned over England with efiective firm- 
ness, “wearing his crown” thrice a year, at Christmas and Easter and 
Whitsun, combating the overweening barons, hunting the stag, and 
crossing occasionally to Normandy to guard against the encroachments 
of the King of France. But during one of these campaigns, when he had 
just regained Mantes, this great man was mortally injured. His horse 
stumbled, and a blow from the pommel of his saddle bruised him inter- 
nally, from which he died. His end had pathos. He had loved nobody 
but his wife Matilda, who was already dead, and possibly, in his gruff 
way, his Minister, Lanfranc, who was not with him. Of his three sons, 
whom he had not associated with his rule, the second was his favorite; 
and to him, William Rufus (so called because of his red complexion), he 
left the English crown. To Robert, the eldest, whom he held in scant 
esteem, he reluctantly bequeathed Normandy, declaring that with such 
a sovereign the duchy would fare ill. Henry, the youngest, received only 
5,000 silver marks. And thus the Conqueror died, being buried in the 
church of St. Stephen at Caen, in only a small concourse. The swollen 
body burst its coffin, and so, remarks the chronicler, “he who living had 
been dight with gold and precious stones was now mere rottenness.” His 
three sons had already hurried off to secure their shares of the heritage. 
Rufus embarked for England with a letter from his father to Lanfranc, 
who agreed to crown him at Westminster. This time there was no elec- 
tion by the Council, and the barons simply accepted their king from the 
archbishop. That was a sign of the growing power of the Church. 

William Rufus was no fool, but he was a boor. This fat, clumsy, brutal 
youth, stammering his sarcasms, cared only for soldiers. At a time of 
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universal piety he flaunted his dislike of priests, and took a crude delight 
in blasphemy. When certain monks complained that they could not pay 
an excessive tax, he pointed to their sacred relics and asked if they had 
not those gold and silver boxes full of dead men’s bones. His delight was 
in the Christmas and Easter banquets that he gave his barons, to heighten 
the splendor of which he employed the London craftsmen for two years 
in building Westminster Hall, then regarded as the most magnificent 
building in the country and destined, in the reconstructed form in which 
Richard II left it, to become the seat of the Courts of Justice. The Court 
of William Rufus was “a Mecca of adventurers,” and to maintain the 
hundreds of mercenary knights from overseas he levied taxes contrary to 
usage, in spite of his coronation oath to respect the laws of the land. “But 
who can keep to all he promises?” he said, cynically. He successfully 
fought down several baronial risings, aimed at supplanting him by his 
brother, Robert of Normandy. The weak and paltry Robert, always 
crippled by debt, had not fathered this project, but in him the barons 
found a sovereign more malleable than William Rufus. It is noteworthy 
that the king had to call upon the English fyrd in order to bring his 
Norman companions to their senses. He promised the Saxon peasantry 
remission of taxes, and with simple credulity they fought to support him. 
When he felt himself on firm ground in England, he aimed at regaining 
Normandy from his brother. The Conquest had left a difficult position. 
The vassal lords of the King of England were likewise those of the Duke 
of Normandy, in respect of their demesnes on the Continent, and this 
twofold suzerainty gave rise to confusion. Rufus failed to master Nor- 
mandy by force, but when his brother Robert left for the First Crusade, 
Rufus lent him 10,000 marks, and received the duchy as a pledge. Rufus 
himself never went on a Crusade, nor did his subjects show any more 
enthusiasm; England never beheld the spectacle which was seen in the 
French countryside, of serfs leaving for Jerusalem, dragging their wives 
and children in carts. A few devout, or adventurous, Norman lords took 
the Cross; but the common people went on tilling their fields. 

Conflict became inevitable between the Roman Church, as reorganized 
by Gregory VII and the lay monarchies. The Pope’s ambition, to reform 
the Church so as to fit it for reforming the world, was a noble one. The 
clergy, he felt, had lost their prestige through excessive contact with secu- 
lar society. If a churchman were dependent on lords or kings, he could 
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not combat sin or impiety with the same uncompromising courage as if 
his allegiance were only to his spiritual heads. This was the underlying 
significance of the so-called Conflict of Investitures which disturbed Eng- 
land and Europe. A bishop had two aspects: he was a Prince of the 
Church, and as such depended only on the Pope and God; but he was 
also a temporal lord, the owner of great fiefs, and so had to do homage 
to the king, his suzerain. Many bishops felt humiliated by this temporal 
subordination, believing that they held their lands in the name of God 
and the poor. But if they had refused homage after their election, the 
king, for his part, would have refused the episcopal lands. 

A Papal surrender in this matter of the Investitures would have en- 
dangered the Church, by placing it in the hands of creatures of the lay 
power, and possibly of simoniacs and heretics. If the king yielded, he 
would be encouraging within his realm a rival power which he could 
not control. The danger was all the greater because this power seemed to 
be developing hostility towards the monarchy. Many theologians were 
then arguing that any lay government was the intervention of men ig- 
norant of God and led by the devil. “The authority of laws . . wrote 
John of Salisbury, “is naught unless it keeps the image of the divine law, 
and the desire of a prince is of no worth if it conforms not to the dis- 
cipline of the Church.” Such claims made it look as if the Pope aspired to 
universal mastery. Kings were bound to resist it, but it was dangerous for 
them to come into conflict with the Vicar of God, revered by their own 
subjects. The Germanic Emperor who made the attempt had had to bow 
low at Canossa. The Conflict of Investitures may not have been the first 
clash of Church with State, as the State did not yet exist; but it was a 
clash between Church and Monarchy, both claiming to be creations of 
the same God. 

During his lifetime, Lanfranc’s prestige maintained the balance. After 
his death in 1089, the king tried not to replace him. He chose as his 
private counselor one Ranulf Flambard, a low-born and ill-bred man, and 
did not nominate an Archbishop of Canterbury. He thus retained the 
archiepiscopal revenues, a device which he found so profitable that when 
he died eleven great abbeys and ten bishoprics were vacant. But as re- 
gards the see of Canterbury the strongest pressure was put upon William 
by the Church and by the barons, to make him appoint Anselm, prior 
of Bec-Hellouin. Like Lanfranc, Anselm was an Italian, but much less in- 
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terested in temporal affairs than his predecessor; he was a saintly man, to 
whom earthly life appeared as a swift, empty dream, meaningless ex- 
cept as preparatory to eternal life. Only a grave illness made the King 
consent in a moment of fear to invest Anselm, himself openly reluctant. 
The archbishop had literally to be dragged to the King’s bedside, and 
there forcibly invested with ring and crozier while bishops intoned the 
Te Deum. But Anselm had the firmness as well as the modesty of a saint, 
and was resolved to have the dignity of the Church respected in his own 
person. Between King and archbishop began a struggle, now hidden, now 
open. Rufus did not disguise his hatred of this archbishop who looked 
him in the eyes and blamed him for his vices. Anselm challenged the 
King by recognizing Pope Urban, against whom the Germanic Emperor 
had tried to set up an anti-Pope, and after this defiance had to flee the 
country. Once again the see of Canterbury was left vacant and the King 
drew its revenues, but he had uneasy dreams, and for all his sarcasms 
was concerned about his salvation. He had no time to insure it, for in 
the year iioo, when hunting in the New Forest, he was killed by an 
arrow piercing his heart. Whether this was accident or crime was never 
known. 

In these stern times an heir could afford no sacrifice to propriety. 
Prince Henry, the Conqueror’s third son, left his brother’s body where it 
lay and hurried off to Winchester to secure the keys of the royal treasury. 
He arrived just in time, as almost immediately there appeared the treasurer, 
William of Breteuil, who claimed it in the name of Robert, Duke of Nor- 
mandy, the lawful heir. But at headlong speed Henry arranged his own 
proclamation as king by a small group of barons, and was crowned by the 
Bishop of London in default of an archbishop : all of which was irregular, 
but accepted. Robert was far away, a foreigner, and ill-famed. Henry was re- 
ported to be energetic and instructed, especially in matters of law. Further- 
more, he won popularity immediately on his accession by granting a charter, 
one of those electoral undertakings which in those days, except for insurrec- 
tion, were the sole method of curbing the royal prerogative. By his charter 
Henry I pledged himself to respect “the laws of Edward the Confessor, to 
abolish the evil customs introduced by his brother Rufus, never to leave ec- 
clesiastical benefices vacant, and to raise no more irregular feudal tax- 
ation.” These first actions of his roused confidence; he cast Ranulf Flam- 
bard into prison, recalled Anselm, and, to crown all, married a wife of 
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royal blood — ^Edith-Matilda, daughter of Malcolm III of Scotland and 
descendant of Ethelred. This “native” marriage quickened the irony of 
the Norman nobility, who nicknamed the king and his queen “Godric” 
and “Godgifu,” parodying the outlandish Saxon names; but it delighted 
the Anglo-Saxon people, who gladly hailed the king’s eldest son as “the 
Atheling,” the ancestral style of the firstborn of the Saxon kings. After 
this marriage, which augured well for the fusion of the two races, Henry’s 
position in England was so strengthened that revolt on the part of Robert’s 
partisans was useless. In iio6 Henry conquered Normandy by a victory 
at Tinchebrai, an English victory gained on Norman soil — a revenge, so to 
speak, for Hastings. He made a peace of compromise with the Papacy, 
after long discussion of the Investitures, renouncing his claim to hand 
personally to the bishop the ring and crozier, but winning his counter- 
claim, that the duly invested bishop should do homage to the sovereign 
for his temporal fiefs. Henry had prudently resisted the suggestions of 
the Archbishop of York, who advised resistance. “What need had English- 
men to receive the will of God from the Pope of Rome?” urged this 
prelate. “Had they not the guidance of Scripture?” The Protestant spirit 
was already stirring in this English archbishop. 

After his victory over the insurgent barons, Henry I enjoyed a tranquil 
reign, and he took advantage of the calm to organize his realm. He was 
conspicuous as a jurist, and thanks to him, the royal courts of justice were 
developed at the expense of the feudal. Nearly every crime was hence- 
forward regarded as a breach of the King’s Peace, and accordingly 
brought before the king’s courts. The jury, as yet in its infancy, an insti- 
tution borrowed by the Normans from the Franks, represented an ancient 
method of determining facts by the evidence of those who were capable 
of knowing the truth. At the time of the Domesday Book, William I had 
summoned local juries to determine proprietary rights in each village; 
and gradually the Norman and Angevin kings came to muster similar 
juries to decide questions of fact in all criminal cases. Then individuals 
requested the service of the royal jury, a right which the king granted, 
but for which he required payment. Step by step the feudal jurisdiction 
of the lords was supplanted by local courts, presided over at first by the 
sheriff and then more and more by judges of the royal court, with a 
jury’s assistance. 

The central administration, meanwhile, was becoming more complex. 
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There were a Justiciar (Ranulf Flambard, and then Roger of Salisbury), 
a Treasurer, and a Chancellor. Originally the Chancellor was only the 
head of the royal chapel, but as the clerks of this chapel could write, 
they were intrusted with the copying and editing of documents, with the 
result that the importance of their chief was speedily enhanced. He was 
given charge of the royal seal. (It was not until the days of King John 
that, side by side with this, the privy seal, intrusted to the Keeper of the 
Privy Seal, was established.) Financial affairs were administered by the 
Court of Exchequer, which met at Winchester at Easter, Whitsun and 
Michaelmas. All the sheriffs of the country had to submit their accounts 
to it, and they sat there at a large table — the Chancellor, the Bishop 
of Winchester, and a clerk to the Chancellor, who, in the absence 
of the latter on other duties, came in time to take his place and become 
known as Chancellor of the Exchequer. The covering of the table 
was marked out with horizontal lines crossed by seven vertical lines, 
for pence, shillings, pounds, tens of pounds, hundreds, thousands, and 
ten thousands of pounds. This squared design gave the name “Ex- 
chequer.” The sheriffs entered in turn and each declared his various 
expenditures on the Crown’s behalf. A clerk set out counters in the sev- 
eral columns to represent these sums. (The figure o, that ingenious 
Eastern symbol, was not yet known to the English.) The sheriff then 
declared his receipts, likewise represented by other counters placed over 
the others and canceling the first. The surplus counters showed the sum 
due to the Treasury, and the sheriffs had to pay the sum in silver pen- 
nies, vvhile the clerks of the Great Roll, or Pipe Roll, noted the sums on 
rolls of parchment, which are still extant from the year 1131. The re- 
ceipt given to the sheriff consisted of a strip of wood called a tally, cut 
to measure a hand’s-breadth for one thousand pounds, one inch for a 
hundred pounds, and so on. After which it was cut in two, one half 
acting as a receipt to the sheriff, the other as a means of checking for 
the Exchequer. If proof of payment had at any time to be given, all that 
was needed was the fitting together of the two pieces. The coinciding of 
the notches and the grain of the wood made fraud impossible, and the 
method was so reliable that it was used by the Bank of England until 
the nineteenth century. (It is still used in France by village bakers.) 

The King’s Peace and the new dynasty had never been so strong and 
secure when an unpredictable accident ruined all hopes. William the 
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Atheling, the heir to the throne, was returning from Normandy with 
a band of his friends, in a vessel called the Blanche Nef, which sank as a 
result of the faulty steering of a drunken pilot. When King Henry was 
told next day, he fell in a swoon of grief. At no price would he leave his 
kingdom to Robert’s son, William of Normandy, whom he hated, and in 
1126 he named as his successor his daughter Matilda, widow of the Ger- 
man Emperor Henry V. To insure the loyalty of the barons, he made 
the Great Council do homage to her. Then, to protect the frontiers of 
Normandy, he married the future Queen of England to Geoffrey of 
Anjou, the duchy’s most powerful neighbor. This foreign marriage was 
not liked by the English, many of whom regretted having plighted their 
oath to a woman. It was obvious that the death of Henry I would bring 
troubles. 

These three Norman kings, the Conqueror, Rufus, and Henry, had 
served their adopted country well; they had imposed order, kept the 
turbulent barons in check, balanced the claims of Church and Crown, 
systematized public finance, and reformed justice. The English owed 
much to them, and knew it. The Anglo-Saxon chronicler, who could not 
be suspected of Norman sympathies, recorded the death of Henry I and 
added: “A good man he was; and there was great dread of him. No man 
durst do wrong with another in his time. Peace he made for man and 
beast. Whoso bare his burthen of gold and silver, durst no man say ought 
to him but good.” The King’s Peace — that was the crowning glory of the 
monarchy, and the achievement which, at the end of the fifteenth century, 
was to insure its triumph. 
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There followed nineteen years of anarchy, which taught the people of 
England the blessings of a strong and comparatively just government. 
Against Matilda, now wife of the Count of Anjou, another claimant rose 
when Henry I died — Stephen of Blois, grandson of the Conqueror 
through his daughter Adela. The citizens of London, with a small band 
of barons in Stephen’s pay, proclaimed him king, and the country was 
split into partisans of Matilda or of Stephen. He blundered at the start. 
“When the traitors understood,” says the chronicler, “that he was a mild 
man, and soft, and good, and no justice executed, then did they all 
wonder.” Everywhere fortified castles sprang up, unsanctioned by the 
crown. The city of London, copying new Continental customs, assumed 
extensive powers of self-government. The untrammeled lords became 
simply bandits, employing the peasants on forced building labor and 
filling their completed castles with hardened and harsh old soldiers. Re- 
sistance was met with monstrous tortures: men were hung head down 
and roasted like joints, and others thrown, like fairy-tale heroes, into 
dungeons crawling with vipers and toads. But strangely enough, these 
bandit noblemen, fearful of damnation, were at the same time endowing 
monasteries. Under Stephen alone over one hundred monastic houses 
were built. 

A typical adventurer of this time was Geoffrey de Mandeville, who 
betrayed Matilda and Stephen successively, secured the hereditary sheriff- 
doms of several counties from both claimants, and died by a fortu- 
nate stray arrow in 1144. Land passed out of cultivation; towns were 
put to sack; religion was the only refuge left. Never had men prayed so 
much; hermits settled in the woods; Cistercian monks cleared forests in 
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the north, and London saw new churches rising everywhere. England 
seemed to feel, it has been said, as if God and all His angels were asleep, 
and that they must be roused by redoubled fervor. At last, in 1152, 
Matilda's young son, Henry, ^vhose father’s death had left him Count 
of Anjou, came to an understanding with Stephen. The Church this 
time usefully arbitrated, and formulated a treaty which was signed at 
Wallingford and confirmed at Westminster. Stephen adopted Henry, 
gave him a share in the administration of the realm, and made him his 
heir. Peace and unity throughout the land were sworn to by Stephen 
and Henry, the bishops and earls and all men of substance. In 1154, 
Stephen died and Henry became king. He was greeted with gladness, 
“for he did good justice and made peace.” 

Henry Plantagenet, who thus became Henry II of England, came of a 
powerful family with a dark history. His Angevin ancestors included 
Fulke the Black, who was reputed to have had his wife burned alive and 
forced his son to crave his forgiveness crouching on all fours and saddled 
like a horse. One of his grandmothers, the Countess of Anjou, had the 
name of being a witch, who once flew off through a church window. 
His son Richard was later to say that such a family was bound to be 
divided, as they all came from the devil and would return to the devil. 
Henry himself was a hard man, of “volcanic force,” but cultivated and 
charming in manner. A stocky, bull-neckcd youth, with close-cropped 
red hair, he had taken the fancy of Queen Eleanor of France when he 
came to do homage to King Louis VII for Maine and Anjou. She was as 
hot-headed as the young Angevin, and already married to a man who 
was, she sighed, “a monk and not a king.” She and young Henry under- 
stood each other instantly. She obtained a divorce, and two months later, 
at the age of twenty-seven, married this lad of nineteen, to whom she 
brought as dowry the great Duchy of Aquitaine, which included Limou- 
4 ^) Gascony, and Perigord, with suzerain rights over Auvergne and 
Toulouse. Through his mother, Henry II already owned the Duchy of 
Normandy, and through his father, Maine and Anjou; he was becoming 
more powerful in France than King Louis himself. Of his thirty-five 
years on the throne he was to spend only thirteen in England. He was in 
France continuously from 1158 to 1163. In fact, he was an emperor, 
viewing England as only a province. He was French in tastes and speech, 
but this Frenchman was one of the greatest of English kings. 
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Like his ancestor the Conqueror, Henry II was helped by being a 
foreigner in England. He had energy, he was zealous for order, and he 
was coming to a country which had fallen into feudal anarchy; he would 
hew the living rock and restore the Norman order. The rebels dared not 
resist the master of so many provinces abroad, from which he could 
bring armed forces if need be, and Henry forced them to pull down or 
dismantle the castles built without license. Taxes were again collected 
and the sheriffs were made subject to dismissal. The feudal term of forty 
days’ service was inadequate for the Angevin ruler’s campaigns in Aqui- 
taine and Normandy, and for this was substituted the tax known as 
scutage, which enabled him to pay mercenaries. This left many of the 
English nobility to become unused to war, and they took to jousts and 
tourneys instead of real fighting. The bellicose lord hardly survived, ex- 
cept in the Border counties, and thereafter it was in the counties palatine, 
facing Scotland and Wales, that all the great risings broke out. But al- 
though Henry’s quality as a foreigner gave him this freedom of action 
and ideas in English affairs, his heterogeneous domains abroad weakened 
him. The bond between Normandy, Aquitaine, and England was arti- 
ficial. Henry II, no doubt, often dreamed of becoming at once King of 
France and King of England. In that event, England would have be- 
come a French province, perhaps for several centuries. But, as so often 
happens, facts overcame wishes. The King’s zeal for order involved him 
in the conflicts within England; and so time, and his life, went past. 

When the young king from abroad came to the throne, Theobald, 
Archbishop of Canterbury, was eager to see a trusty man at the King’s 
side, and commended to him one of his clerks, Thomas Becket, who won 
Henry’s favor and was in time made Chancellor. This high office was 
then gaining importance at the expense of the Justiciar. Becket was a 
pure-blooded Norman of thirty-eight, the son of a rich City merchant. 
Of gentle upbringing, he had become clerk to Archbishop Theobald 
after the ruin of his family, his patron having come from the same village 
as his father. As Becket’s gifts seemed administrative rather than priestly, 
the kindly disposed archbishop handed him on to the king, and imme- 
diately the sovereign and his servant became inseparables. Henry valued 
this young Minister, good horseman and falconer, able to bandy learned 
jokes with him, and astoundingly able in his work. It was in large 
measure due to Becket that order was so speedily restored after the death 
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of Stephen. Success made the Chancellor proud and powerful. Campaign- 
ing in the Vexin in ii6o, he took seven hundred horsemen of his own 
retinue, twelve hundred more hired by himself, and four thousand sol- 
diers, a veritable private army. Becket himself, notwithstanding his priest- 
hood, dismounted a knight in single combat during this campaign. 

On Theobald’s death, Henry II resolved to give the see of Canterbury 
to Bccket. There was some grumbling from the monks to whom the 
election properly belonged; Becket was not a monk, and seemed to be 
more soldier than priest. Indeed, he had not till then taken priest’s orders. 
The Chancellor himself, showing the King his lay vestments, said, laugh- 
ing, that Henry was choosing a very handsome costume to put at the 
head of his Canterbury monks. Then, when he had accepted, he warned 
the King that he would hate his archbishop more than he would love 
him, because Henry was arrogating to himself an authority in Church 
matters which he, the Primate, would not accept. There is much that is 
remarkable in this great temporal lord who turned ascetic immediately 
on becoming an archbishop. Henceforth he devoted his life to prayer 
and good works. On his dead body were found a hair shirt and the scars 
of self-discipline. The see of Canterbury had made the gentle Anselm into 
a militant prelate, and of Becket, the King’s servant and Chancellor, it 
made a rebel, then a saint. Reading his life, one feels that he sought to 
be, first the perfect Minister, then the perfect churchman, such as the 
most exacting onlooker might have imagined either. It was an attitude 
compounded of scruples and pride. 

The line of conflict between King and Church lay no longer on the 
question of Investitures, but on the analogous one of the ecclesiastical 
courts. In separating civil and religious courts, the Conqueror and Lan- 
franc had wished to reserve for the latter only cases of conscience. But 
the Church had gradually made all trials into religious cases. If property 
rights are violated, this became perjury, a case of conscience. Accused 
parties were only too glad to have recourse to this milder jurisdiction, 
which sentenced men neither to death nor to mutilation, seldom even to 
prison, as the Church had not its own prisons, but to penance and fines. 
The clerks were answerable only to tribunals of their own category, and 
so a murderous clerk nearly always got off easily. This was a grave mat- 
ter when even a lawyer’s scrivener was a clerk in the ecclesiastical sense. 
Any scamp might enter the minor orders and avoid the law of the land. 
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Furthermore, the court of Rome reserved the right of calling an eccle- 
siastical case, and then the fines were not paid to the Exchequer. If this 
intrusion into lay matters had not been checked, the King would no 
longer have been master in England. Henry II insisted that a clerk found 
guilty by an ecclesiastical court should be degraded. After this, being a 
layman again, he could be handed over to the secular arm. Thomas re- 
fused, arguing that a man could not be twice punished for one crime. 
The King was angered, and summoned a council at Clarendon, where, 
under threat of death, Becket signed the Constitutions of Clarendon, 
which gave the victory to the King. But the archbishop did not hold him- 
self bound by a forced oath. Pope Alexander gave him dispensation. 
Condemned by a court of barons, Thomas proudly left England, bearing 
his crozier, beaten but not tamed, and from his haven at Vezelay began 
to hurl excommunications at his foes. 

Powerful as Henry II was, he was not strong enough to face an ex- 
communication with impunity, or to risk his kingdom being placed 
under Papal interdict, which would mean seeing his people deprived of 
the sacraments. In a time of universal faith, the popular reaction might 
well have swept away the dynasty. But compromise was difficult. The 
King could not drop the Constitutions of Clarendon without humiliation; 
and the archbishop refused to recognize them. In the end Henry met 
Becket at Freteval, made a show of reconciliation, and required him only 
to swear respect for the customs of the realm. But Becket had hardly 
landed in England when there reached him, at his own request, Papal 
orders to turn out those bishops who had betrayed their primate during 
his disgrace. Now, it was a law established by the Conqueror that no 
subject was entitled to correspond with the Pope unless by royal leave. 
The King heard this news when feasting at Christmas near Lisieux. He 
was furious, exclaiming that his subjects were spiridess cowards, heedless 
of the loyalty due to their lord, letting him become the laughing-stock of 
a low-born clerk. Four knights who overheard him went off without a 
word, took ship for England, came to Canterbury, and threatened the 
archbishop. He must absolve the bishops, they declared. Becket, the 
soldier-prelate, replied boldly and proudly. And a litdc later the altar 
steps were smeared with his brains, his skull cleft by their swords. 

When the King learned of this crime, he shut himself up for five weeks 
in despair. He was too clever to be blind to the danger. The people 
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might have wavered between the King and the living archbishop, but 
with a martyr they sided unreservedly. For three hundred years the pil- 
grimage to Canterbury was an enduring feature of England’s life. All the 
King’s enemies were heartened, and rallied. To parry the most urgent, he 
mollified the Pope by renouncing the Constitutions of Clarendon, and 
then promised to restore to the see of Canterbury its confiscated wealth, 
to send money to the Templars for the defense of the Holy Sepulcher, 
to build monasteries, and to combat the schismatic Irish. 

But his own wife and children rose against him. He had, it is true, 
treated his sons well. The eldest, Henry, he had had crowned King of 
England during his own lifetime, and to the second, Richard, he made 
over the maternal inheritance of Aquitaine and Poitou. They both re- 
fused his request to hand over a few properties to their youngest brother, 
John, and at Eleanor’s instigation took the head of a league of nobles 
against their father. After two generations the internal family feuds of 
the Angevin house were reviving. Some touch of genius these Plantagenets 
had always had; but they came from the devil and to the devil they 
were returning. In this peril Henry II showed his energy. He returned 
forthwith from the Continent to crush the revolt. After landing he came 
through Canterbury, dismounted, walked to the tomb of Becket, knelt 
for a long time in prayer, and, divesting himself of his clothes, submitted 
to discipline from threescore and ten monks. After this he triumphed 
everywhere; the nobles gave in, his sons did him homage. When order 
was restored the question of the ecclesiastical courts was apparently 
settled. Henry maintained his claim to try clerks charged with treason 
and offenses against the laws of his forests. Those accused of other seri- 
ous offenses (murder and crimes of violence) were now left to the 
bishops’ courts. But there was a vague borderland which later generations 
took long to define; and, anyhow, this compromise was a poor one, as 
for many years English subjects guilty of murder or theft were to plead 
benefit of clergy. And to reach this halting settlement the two outstanding 
men of the time had ruined two lives and a great friendship. 
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Henry II as Administrator: Justice and Police 


The history of England has this essential feature — that from the time of 
Henry II the kingdom had achieved its unity. The task before her kings 
was easier than it was for those of France. Thanks to William the Con- 
queror, no English lord, however great, was the sovereign of a petty 
territory with its own traditions, history, and pride. The Saxon kingdoms 
dropped into oblivion. Wales and Scotland, which would have been diffi- 
cult to assimilate, were not yet annexed; and in a comparatively small 
territory any rebel could be speedily reached. The Church, despite Becket’s 
resistance, seemed by the end of the reign to be in submission to the King, 
who controlled all ecclesiastical links with Rome, supervised the selection 
of bishops, and patiently sought to reconcile the monks of Canterbury 
and the bishops, who disputed the right of electing the archbishop. The 
Primate, indeed, was now his servant: one ecclesiastical chronicler re- 
marks with asperity that probably the archbishop would take no step save 
by the King’s order, even if the Apostle Paul came to England to require 
it of him. In fact, one century after the Conquest, the fusion of con- 
querors and conquered was so complete that an English freeman could 
hardly be distinguished from one of Norman origin. Both languages 
existed side by side, but corresponded to class divisions rather than racial 
differences. The cultured Saxons made a point of knowing French. 
Mixed marriages were frequent. “A strong king, a weak baronage, a 
homogeneous kingdom, a bridled Church” — these things enabled Henry 
II to make his court the single animating center of the country. 

That court was one of the most lively in the world. The King had a 
cultivated and inquiring mind, and gathered men of learning and erudi- 
tion round him, such as the theologians Hugh, Bishop of Lincoln, and 
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Peter of Blois, great linguists like Richard FitzNeale, author of the Dia- 
logus de Scaccario^ historians like Giraldus Cambrensis. Queen Eleanor 



had vanished, a captive rebel. The King had many mistresses, the most 
famous of whom was Fair Rosamund, over whose grave the monks had 
to inscribe the words: '*Hic facet in tumba rosa mundi, non rosa munda!* 
Henry II was interested in happenings in all the courts of Europe, and 
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travelers bringing news were always welcome guests o£ his. For the first 
time the insular Englishman learned to be concerned with what befell 
in Spain or Germany. The court still moved from one royal domain to 
another, now in England, now in France, consuming its revenues in 
kind. Peter of Blois has described the King’s retinue, a swarm of mum- 
mers, laundresses, wine-sellers, pastry cooks, prostitutes, buffoons, “and 
other birds of like plumage.” The courtiers found these travels comfort- 
less, on their sorry nags and hard beds, eating underbaked bread and 
drinking sour wine smelling of the cask. The crowning misery was never 
to know in advance what ^e King might plan: . . he will set out at 
daybreak, mocking all men’s expectation by his sudden change of pur- 
pose. Whereby it cometh frequently to pass that such courtiers as have 
let themselves be bled, or have taken some purgative, must yet follow 
their prince forthwith without regard to their own bodies. . . . Then 
may you see men rush forth like madmen, sumpter-mules jostling 
sumpter-mules and chariots clashing against chariots in frantic confusion, 
a very Pandemonium made visible.” But underneath this patchwork of 
confusion a solid order was coming to birth. Everywhere the King’s 
jurisdiction was encroaching on private justice. It was Henry’s aim to 
hold his own court of justice in every part of the realm, the local image 
of the Curia Regis, This was indeed a necessity, as the latter was con- 
tinually on the move, and the hapless litigant had perforce to follow it: 
a case was cited of one who had had to pursue his judges for five years 
on end. From ii66 onwards, judges set off from the Court to cover 
definite provincial “circuits,” at fixed annual dates. Their journey was 
ceremonious, their persons were treated with deep respect. They were 
preceded by a writ addressed to the sheriff, bidding him convoke the 
lords, lay and clerical, the reeve, and four freemen of each village, and 
also twelve townsmen from each town, to assemble on a given day. On 
his arrival, the judge presided over this body, causing it to nominate a 
jury, composed, as far as possible, of khights, or, failing these, of freemen. 

The method of election was complicated. The notables of the county 
nominated four knights, who in turn chose two knights for each hundred, 
these two appointing ten others who, with themselves, made up the jury 
of the hundred. To this jury the most varied questions were submitted 
by the judge. They were asked for a verdict {*'uere dictum" a true opin- 
ion) on the claims of the Crown, on the affairs of private individuals 
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who had been authorized to use the King’s jury, or on questions touching 
the Jews. Sometimes judge and jury visited the prison together, or re- 
ported on the sheriff’s administration. Finally, the jury had to charge any 
local suspects of felony, and jurors neglecting this duty were fined. Later 
this prosecuting role devolved upon a more numerous jury, termed the 
grand jury, the petty jury thereafter considering the truth of the charge, 
a development which strengthened the safeguards of the accused party. 

Naturally enough, Englishmen generally preferred trial by a jury of 
neighbors, enlightened as to facts by witnesses, to being subjected to 
dangerous ordeals by fire or water. Henry II wisely ordained that a no- 
torious rogue should be banished from the realm, even if absolved by 
ordeal. In 1215 the Pope forbade trial by fire and water, and was obeyed. 
Ordeal by battle survived much longer: it had not been abrogated in 
1818, when a man accused of murder claimed to have his case so tried. 
In setting up these courts. King Henry was not solely moved by the 
desire to provide his subjects with a sound justiciary: he enriched the 
Exchequer with the fines formerly levied by feudal courts. Moreover, 
the royal judges themselves were not always honest or beyond reach of 
purchase; their circuits were designed as much for the raising of the 
King’s revenues, by stern means, as for the administration of justice. But, 
slowly and indirectly, common sense and mercy gained ground. 

The system of itinerant judges soon engendered the Common Law, 
identical and universal in application. Feudal and popular courts had 
followed local usage, but a judge moving from county to county tended 
to impose the best usage on all. Local customs were not destroyed, but 
were cast, as it were, into the melting-pot of the Common Law. The 
central court of justice recorded precedents, and thus, very early, a body 
of law took shape in England which covered the majority of cases. Side 
by side with the Common Law there was to grow up (and still survives) 
a complementary legal system^ that of the equity courts, which, by virtue 
of royal prerogative, do not judge according to custom, but afford reme- 
dies to the inadequacies or injustices of custom. The principle of equity 
is this, that in certain circumstances the King can mitigate the rigidity of 
the Common Law in order to insure justice being done. 

Something should be said regarding the classification of crimes. The 
most dreadful of crimes was high treason, an attempt to slay or dethrone 
the King (treason towards the State was inconceivable to the mediaeval 
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mind). The penalties for treason strike us as cruel, but it must be borne 
in mind that on the King’s person depended the peace and safety of the 
realm. The traitor was dragged at a horse’s tail to the place of execution, 
and there hanged, drawn and quartered, the pieces of his body being 
publicly exposed. London Bridge was long adorned with the heads of 
traitors. Petty treason was the murder of a master by his servant or a 
husband by his wife, and this too was punished by death. Heresy and 
witchcraft, treasons towards God, were theoretically mortal offenses like- 
wise, but were not often so in fact before the fifteenth century, when 
the perturbation caused by the growth of heresy revived religious cruelty. 
Amongst felonies were classed homicide, armed attack, and theft. These 
were punished by death or mutilation — the loss of a hand, or ears, or of 
eyes. A man wounded in the wars, if prudent, furnished himself with 
a paper vouching for his infirmity, as otherwise, arriving in a village 
with only one arm or one leg, he might be chased forth as a convicted 
felon. Lesser offenses were punishable by public exposure in the pillory 
or stocks, which delivered the offender to public scorn and often to 
blows. Scolds or chatterbox women were fastened to a chair slung at the 
end of a pole, and ducked in a pond. 

The maintenance of order is a function which, in modern societies, 
appertains to two distinct bodies: the justiciary and the police. The police 
prevent disorder and arrest offenders. Who performed these tasks in the 
Middle Ages? Order was assured by the cooperation of all. Henry II had 
restored the jyrd, and by the Assize of Arms in ii8i insisted that every 
freeman should be in possession of military equipment which he must 
swear to devote to the King. This equipment varied in completeness with 
the means of the individual, the poorest having only a lance, an iron 
casque, and a padded jerkin. A system of collective responsibility made 
the supervision of malefactors quite easy. The master of a house was re- 
sponsible for every villein in his household, and any others had to enroll 
themselves in groups of ten. On his enrollment the man knelt down 
and swore on the Gospels to obey the chief of his group, to refrain from 
thieving or the company of thieves, and never to receive stolen goods. In 
the event of a crime being committed, the group was often responsible 
for bringing the man to justice; otherwise, they were collectively sen- 
tenced to pay a fine. When a criminal escaped, the men of the village 
pursued him to the bounds of their hundred, blowing on horns and 
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shouting — ^thc ‘%ue and cry/* At the boundary the pursuers passed their 
responsibility to the next hundred — a system of policing by relays. If the 
criminal succeeded in finding refuge in a church he was protected by the 
right of sanctuary, and could then summon the coroner, representing the 
Crown, and before him “renounce the realm.” In this ceremony the 
offender vowed to leave England and never return. The coroner named 
a port, and he left at once, carrying a wooden cross which indicated his 
plight to all and sundry. He had to go direct to the port and take the 
first vessel sailing, and if none was sailing at once the man had to walk 
knee-deep into the sea every morning in token of his good faith. A 
breach of the oath outlawed him, and he could be slain at sight. This 
right of sanctuary gave rise to many abuses, and the citizens of London 
complained that certain churches, especially round Westminster, were 
inhabited by bands of criminals living there in immunity, and emerging 
at night to rob honest folk. 

But all in all, a “good peace’* prevailed through most of the country in 
the twelfth century, and this was in great measure due to the King. Judges 
were honest only when a strict sovereign kept them in hand. A lay judge 
who jested about the slowness of ecclesiastical courts was answered by a 
priest: “If the King were as far away from you as the Pope from us, you 
would do little work”; and the judge smilingly acknowledged the thrust. 
If the villein welcomed his royal and ordered time, many nobles, and 
even many clerks, mourned the good days when the Duke of Normandy 
was not yet King of England. “Nothing so much moves the heart of man 
as the joy of liberty, and nothing enfeebles it more than the oppression 
of slavery,” said Giraldus Cambrensis to the lawyer Glanville. If a king 
showed weakness, or became weakened by adventures abroad, a reaction 
from the barons would be the inevitable result. But on Henry IPs death 
England could show the strongest government in Europe. It has been 
well said that it revived the Carolingian practices, and at the same time, 
in the accuracy of its mechanism, the strictness of its tone and bearing, it 
shows affinities with the Roman State, or even with the modern State. 
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The Sons of Henry II 


King Henry’s end was tragic. He would gladly have shared his empire 
between his sons, but they hated one another and they all betrayed him. 
“You must know,” said one of them to a messenger from the King, “that 
it is implanted in us by ancestral heritage, as our own nature, that every 
brother of our blood shall fight against his brother, and every son against 
his father.” The eldest two, Henry and Geoffrey, died before their father, 
Geoffrey leaving a son, Arthur of Brittany; the third, Richard, plotted 
against his father with the new King of France, Philip Augustus, a cold, 
able young man, firmly resolved to regain his suzerainty over these 
Angevins and making skillful use of their dissensions. Henry II, the 
saddened and lonely old King, cared now only for his fourth son, John. 
He had left England and Normandy to Richard, and wished to keep 
Aquitaine for John: a plan which infuriated Richard, who, more closely 
linked with his mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, than with his father, at- 
tached more importance to that province than to all the rest of the king- 
dom. Suddenly he did homage to the King of France for all his father’s 
Continental territories, from the Channel to the Pyrenees. Henry II, 
caught in Lc Mans by Philip Augustus and his own son, had to flee 
the blazing town, which was the city of his birth and the burial-place of 
his father, the Count of Anjou. As he left it he blasphemed against God. 
As he galloped in flight by the footpaths, his own son Richard was 
chasing him. At Chinon the King was so ill that he had to halt, and 
there he was rejoined by his Chancellor, who returned from a mission to 
Philip Augustus bearing a list of the English traitors whom he had found 
at the French court. It was headed by John, his favorite son. Seeing his 
father in danger, John too had turned traitor. “You have said enough!” 
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cried the King. “I care naught now for myself nor for the world!” After 
which he became delirious, and died of a haemorrhage. Henry II had 
been a great king, a cynic, a realist, and stern, but on the whole a well- 
doer. His reign had lasted from 1154 to 1189. 

A statesman (it has been said) was now succeeded by a knight-errant. 
Richard I, styled by some as Coeur de Lion, or Lion-heart, and by Bert- 
rand de Born of Perigord, “Richard Yea-and-Nay,” inherited certain 
traits from his father— the violence of the Plantagenets, their immoderate 
love of women, and their courage. But Henry IPs aims had been prac- 
tical and cautious. Richard pursued adventure and despised prudence, 
in a life that seemed a frenzy of violence and fury. A poet and troubadour, 
friendly with all the warrior squires of Perigord, he wished to play the 
romantic knight in real life. In the early days of feudalism, knighthood 
had been no more than the obligation to serve as a horseman in return 
for a grant of land. But by Church and poets this contract, and the word 
itself, had been enhanced by loftier associations. The dubbing of a knight 
had become a Christian ceremony. The young knight bathed to sym- 
bolize his purification, as later did the Knights of the Order of the Bath; 
his sword was laid on the altar; and he kept a vigil of arms in the castle 
chapel. The sword was two-edged, as the knight must smite the rich 
oppressor of the poor and likewise the strong oppressor of the weak. Un- 
happily, the people of England found that knights often acted very dif- 
ferently from this exalted doctrine. They brawled drunkenly instead of 
combating the enemies of the Cross, and ran to seed in idleness and evil 
living, degrading the very name of chivalry. In fact, notwithstanding 
some fine characteristics, no warriors were ever more cruel than certain 
mediaeval knights. In France there were occasions when they massacred 
the populations of whole towns, men, women, and children. The Church 
had made laudable efforts to make war more humane, but nothing re- 
sulted from them but a certain courtesy towards women of the same 
class or towards their fellow-knights when captive or disarmed. And of 
this superficial courtesy and essential cruelty, Richard Coeur de Lion 
offered a twofold example. 

The great chivalrous episode of Richard’s reign was the Third Crusade, 
in which he took part with Philip Augustus of France. England had 
hardly been affected by the First and Second Crusades, to which some 
single adventurers, but no sovereign, had gone. The ecclesiastical accounts 
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of the time show traces of numerous Englishmen who expiated an offense 
by a vow to go on the Crusade, but at the last moment regretted their 
oath and were dispensed from it by a payment. Archbishop Giffard, re- 
leasing one penitent from his vows, added that he was to spend the sum 
of five shillings sterling, of his own goods, to come to the help of the 
Holy Land when it should be asked of him on the Pope’s behalf. One 
knight, for adultery committed with the wife of another, pledged himself 
to send a soldier to the Holy Land at his expense, and to pay one hun- 
dred pounds should he fail to do so. Towards the end of Henry IPs 
reign the victories of Saladin and the fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem 
had so deeply impressed Christendom that the King raised heavy con- 
tributions, through the Saladin tithe, which was notable as the first direct 
taxation imposed on all property, movable and immovable, and no longer 
only on land. But this tax was intended to subsidize^OfHgn armies 
rather than to send Englishmen to the East. Henry II promised to go 
himself, and the Patriarch of Jerusalem ceremonially brought him the 
keys of the Holy Sepulcher. But the King never embarked, and to the 
reproaches of Giraldus Cambrensis answered that the clergy valiantly 
incited him to expose himself to danger, receiving no blows themselves 
in battle and bearing no burden which they could possibly avoid. There 
was nothing enthusiastic or romantic in Henry II. But Richard was 
different — having once received his father’s inheritance, he drained the 
Treasury dry, sold a few counties, and took ship. 

Richard and Philip Augustus, outwardly friends but actually rivals 
since Richard’s succession to his father, set off together for Jerusalem. 
By the time they left Sicily they had quarreled. Richard lost much time 
in waiting for the small fleet which the Cinque Ports should have fitted 
out for him. (These five ports of Hastings, Dover, Sandwich, Hythe, and 
Romney played the same part for the navy as did the knights’ fiefs for 
the army: the King granted the Cinque Ports valuable privileges in re- 
turn for their furnishing him with ships in time of war.) King Richard’s 
expedition gave him the chance of showing his courage, but did not free 
the Holy Sepulcher. He roused hatred by his insolence and cruelty. When 
Saladin refused to ransom his prisoners, he cut their throats. Long years 
after that campaign, says Joinville, the Saracens still frightened their 
naughty children by the threat of fetching King Richard to come and 
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kill them. And in the meantime Philip Augustus, who had gone home, 
was preparing war against his rival. 

Despite their failure, and the abstention of most of the English nobility, 
the influence of the Crusades on England’s history, as on that of Europe 
in general, was profound. It was in the main by contact with the Orient 
that the Western spirit became properly aware of its essential nature and 
of its resistances. The wars of the Medes had coincided with the noblest 
period of Greek thought, and similarly the Crusades were the beginning 
of a European renaissance. For three centuries they determined the com- 
mercial and maritime centers of the world. Marseilles, Genoa, and Venice, 
starting-points for the Crusaders, became great cities. Hostelries were built 
there by the pilgrims. The Mediterranean was safeguarded by the mili- 
tary Orders of the Templars and the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem, 
who built the first great Christian fleets. It was also during the Crusades 
that Christian gentlemen, in England as in France, began to wear beards 
and paint arms on their shields, to recognize one another in a throng 
of many nations. The vocabulary of Europe was enriched with countless 
new words. And the failure of the Crusades was to have an influence on 
England’s maritime future, as the barriers of Islam, closing down, forced 
men to seek other routes for trading with the East. 

The art of war progressed little during these conflicts. The mediaeval 
knights were not tacticians. At sight of the enemy they drew themselves 
up in three large masses {batculles), pointed their lances forward, put 
their shields in position, and charged the opposing batailles. There were 
no reserves, as it was deemed insulting to deprive a knight of the start 
of an engagement. A battle was simply a melee of horses and men, in 
which foot soldiers played no part. The Crusades, however, showed the 
European knights the importance of siege warfare. The fortifications of 
Acre checked the Christian armies and, according to Michelet, caused 
them to lose over a hundred thousand men. The advantage then lay with 
the defenders, not the assailants, of a stronghold. The catapults and 
trebuchets of the time were powerless against walls fifteen or thirty feet 
thick. A well-built castle, with no openings on the ground level, had a 
capacity of resistance limited only by its supplies. But it could be sapped, 
unless it stood upon rock, and the pioneers labored under a roof-covering 
which protected them from the garrison’s archers. To counter this form 
of attack the brattice was invented, a long wooden gallery jutting out 
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over the attacking force, on whom incendiary substances could thus be 
showered. But the brattice itself was exposed to fire; stone machicolations 
and flanking towers did away with dead angles, and again strongholds 
became impregnable. Only the invention of artillery was to nullify the 
military value of the castle fortress, the capture of Constantinople by 
Mohammed II being the first prominent achievement of artillery. 

Richard was regarded by the crowned heads of Europe as a dangerous 
man, and on his way home from the Crusade was treacherously made 
prisoner by the Duke of Austria and handed over to the Emperor Henry 
VI, who ignored the Crusaders* privilege and kept him in captivity. 
News reached England that her King was a prisoner, gayly enduring his 
captivity by making his guards drunk, and that his ransom would be one 
hundred thousand pounds. To raise this vast sum, the Ministers, who 
did their best to replace an absentee sovereign, tried hard to spread the 
burden over all classes of society (1193). They demanded scutage of 
twenty shillings for each knight’s land, a quarter of every layman’s rev- 
enue, a quarter of the clergy’s temporal goods, and one-tenth of the 
spiritual revenues. The churches were asked for their plate and jewelry, 
monastic Orders for one year’s wool shearings. Normandy had to pay 
the same taxes. In spite of these overwhelming dues, the sum raised was 
insufficient. But the Emperor agreed to give King Richard provisional 
liberty. In the King’s absence his brother John had tried to seize power, 
but had been repulsed by the energy of Hubert Walter, Archbishop of 
Canterbury, who showed himself as good a soldier as he was a Minister. 

Richard was welcomed back with enthusiasm and pomp by the citizens 
of London. But instead of showing proper gratitude for this surprising 
loyalty, he at once proclaimed fresh taxes. The plight of the realm was 
dangerous. Philip Augustus had invaded Normandy, Aquitaine was in 
revolt, Anjou and Poitou were drifting towards France. To defend 
Normandy Richard built one of the greatest fortresses of the time, 
Chateau-Gaillard, which commanded the valley of the Seine. “I shall take 
it, be its walls of iron!” cried Philip Augustus. “And I shall hold it,” 
retorted Richard, “be they of butter!” He had not time to keep his word. 
One of his vassals, the Viscount of Limoges, found a gold ornament, 
probably Roman, in a field near his castle of Chains; Richard maintained 
a claim to it as King. A quarrel over this trifling incident grew into a 
war, and whilst besieging Chains, Richard was struck by an arrow. The 
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wound festered and the King died in his tent on April 6, 1199. "Telum 
Umogiae occidit leonem Angliaey His body was buried at Fontcvrault, 
and his heart in his “faithful city of Rouen.” This absentee King was to 
lie forever far from his realm: he hardly belongs to English history. “A 
bad son, a bad brother, a bad husband, and a bad king,” it has been 
said. But in judging Richard allowance should be made for his legend, 
his popularity, and the loyalty of his people. Like certain condottieri of 
the Renaissance or certain libertines of the eighteenth century, he must 
have been a singularly complete type, nowadays condemned, but at that 
time accepted by popular opinion. 
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Chapter VII 


Magna Carta 


Mediaeval peoples forgave their kings much, because the worst king was 
better than the shortest spell of anarchy. The Norman dynasty had con- 
quered the English with the aid of their barons, and then their barons 
with the aid of the English. King John succeeded in uniting all his sub- 
jects against himself. In the sparkle of his intelligence he was a true 
Plantagenet, excelling in military and diplomatic tactics, a great charmer 
of women, a fine huntsman, but cruel and mean-souled. There had been 
greatness in Henry II and Richard; but John was merely odious. This 
betrayer of his father and brothers was suspected throughout Europe of 
having caused the murder of his nephew, Arthur of Britanny, who might 
have disputed his succession. Philip Augustus, his continental suzerain, 
summoned him before his court, and then, after delays, declared him 
guilty of felony and deprived him of all his French fiefs. With feudal 
right thus on his side, the King of France proceeded to take back his 
domains from John, one by one. Normandy was reoccupied by France in 
1204, despite a skillful maneuver on John’s part to save Chateau-Gaillard; 
in 1206 he lost Anjou, Maine, Touraine, and Poitou. Ten years after the 
death of Henry II the Angevin empire had virtually come to an end. 
There remained Aquitaine, but this proved difficult to keep because the 
English barons, who had always been ready to fight for Normandy, 
where they held fiefs, were very reluctant to pursue an adventure in 
Gascony, of little utility to themselves, and in the service of a hated king. 

At war with the King of France, and quarreling with the English 
baronage, John Landless also got into difficulties with the Church. The 
Archbishops of Canterbury generally acted as chief Ministers to the King, 
and the sovereign quite naturally claimed the right of choosing his 
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Primate. But, as we know, the bishops of the realm and the monks of 
Canterbury both laid claim to this right. Under John, all three parties 
appealed to Rome, and Pope Innocent III responded unexpectedly by 
appointing over the heads of King, monks and bishops, his own candi- 
date, Stephen Langton, a priest admirable for character and learning, 
who had been long resident at Rome. John was furious and refused 
recognition to a prelate whom he declared to be known only because he 
had always lived among his enemies; and he confiscated the properties 
of the Archbishopric. The Pope countered by the customary sequence of 
pontifical sanctions. He placed England under an interdict; the church 
bells were dumb, and the dead were left without Christian burial. The 
faithful were in sore torment. But the strength of the royal institution 
was such that no rebellion took shape. A year later the Pope excommu- 
nicated King John. Finally he deposed him, and authorized Philip 
Augustus to lead a crusade against this contumacious England. The 
position was becoming dangerous. Already the Scots and Welsh were 
becoming active on the Borders. The King yielded. He humbled himself 
before the Papal legate, and received Langton with a respectful, hypo- 
critical welcome. Then, feeling secure in the saddle again, he tried to 
fabricate a Continental coalition with the Count of Flanders and Otto of 
Brunswick against Philip Augustus. Something unknown in baronial 
history happened when his barons refused to follow him. They first said 
they would not serve under the orders of an excommunicated king (ab- 
solution had not yet been granted to John), and then pleaded their 
poverty. John had to postpone his departure, and kept his allies placated 
with subsidies. Next year (1214) coalition was shattered at Bouvincs, 
a battle which was at once the triumph of the Capets (whom it enabled 
to unify the Kingdom of France), and the safeguard of English liberties: 
because, if John had returned home victorious at the head of his Brabant 
mercenaries, he would have taken cruel vengeance on the English lords 
for their refusal to serve. Only Gascony and die port of Bordeaux were 
left of his French possessions. English historians may well regard this 
defeat as a happy date in England’s history: it destroyed the prestige of 
John, and heralded Magna Carta. 

A clash was not inevitable between John and the baronage. They had 
endured the despotism of Henry II, a powerful, victorious king who held 
such wide popular respect that none dared resist him. But why should 
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they have tolerated the abuses of a defeated king so universally despised ? 
In 1213 Archbishop Langton, the brain of the conspiracy, quickened 
feeling by a secret gathering of barons to whom he read the forgotten 
charter of Henry I which promised respect for the rights and usages of 
the King’s subjects. At another meeting the barons swore on the relics 
of St. John that they would grant peace to the King only if he gave his 
oath to observe this charter. In 1215 they addressed an ultimatum to 
John, and declared their “defiance” (diffidatio)y which a vassal had to 
signify to an unworthy suzerain before taking arms against him. The 
King tried to persuade the freemen to his side and to bring in mercenaries, 
but was forced to realize that the whole country was against him. The 
citizens of London welcomed the small baronial army with enthusiasm. 
In such circumstances John’s ancestors would have summoned the fyrdy 
but times had changed. Henry IFs reforms had weakened the nobles and 
brought them closer to their tenants. Conflicts between manor and village 
were now less frequent. The Papal interdict had left a deep mark on a 
religious people. This appeal to ancient liberties was welcome to all 
classes, and the King’s passionate wrath was futile. What could he do? 
The capital was in rebel hands, the whole administration at a standstill. 
Without his Exchequer, John had no revenues. He had to yield. The 
King agreed to meet the barons on the meadow of Runnymede, between 
Staines and Windsor, and there signed the Great Charter. 

The importance of Magna Carta has been sometimes exaggerated, 
sometimes underrated. It should be remembered, first and foremost, that 
this is a document drawn up in 1215, that is to say, at a period when 
modern ideas of liberty had not even taken shape. When the King in the 
thirteenth century granted the privilege to a lord of holding his own 
court of justice, or to a town of electing its own officials, these privileges 
were then styled “liberties.” The Great Charter declared in general terms 
that the King must respect acquired rights. The average man of our own 
times believes in progress and demands reforms; to the man of 1215 
“the golden age was in the past.” The barons did not regard themselves 
as making a new law; they were requiring respect for their former privi- 
leges. Their only problem was how to compel the King to respect the 
privileges of feudalism. But by a happy chance in the mode of wording, 
they did not set the problem in those terms, and their text enabled future 
generations to read into Magna Carta these more general principles: 
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that there exist laws of the State, rights pertaining to the community; 
that the King must respect these; that if he violated them, loyalty was 
no longer a duty and the subjects had a right of insurrection. The true 
significance of the Charter, therefore, resides in what it implies rather 
than what it is. To succeeding generations it was to become, in the 
modern sense, a “charter of English liberties,” and until the fifteenth 
century every king had to swear, several times during his reign, that he 
would respect its text. Under the Tudors the Charter was to be forgotten, 
until it reappeared, as a counterblast to the theory of divine right, in the 
time of James I. 

It has been customary also to read into Magna Carta the modern prin- 
ciple of “no taxation without representation.” Actually the barons only 
insisted that, if the King wished to raise extraordinary “aids,” not pro- 
vided for by the customary feudal contract, he could not do so without 
the approval of the Great Council, that is to say, of the barons and 
tenants-in-chief. But it was not laid down that the villeins must be rep- 
resented before they could be taxed. The baronage apart, the only case 
provided for was that of the City of London, which, having sided with 
the revolt, secured a status as a collective tenant-in-chief. Lastly, it has 
been said that the Charter contained in embryo the law of habeas corpus. 
The text runs : “No freeman shall be taken, or imprisoned ... or exiled, 
or any otherwise destroyed . . . but by lawful judgment of his Peers, or 
by the Law of the Land.” This is of very limited range as intended by 
the barons of Runnymede, who simply meant that a lord could be tried 
only by his peers, or a freeman by freemen, a formula planned by its 
sponsors to check the King’s judges, but which in effect was to prove a 
protection to the English nation when the villeins themselves had become 
freemen. A committee of twenty-five members, all barons except the 
Mayor of London, was intrusted with the hearing of complaints against 
the Crown. The King was to bid his subjects swear obedience to these 
twenty-five, and if he himself refused to follow the advice of this body, 
the barons would have the right to take up arms against him. 

The Charter may not be the modern document which it has some- 
times been held to be, but clearly it marks the end of the untrammeled 
monarchy of the Anglo-Norman period. If Henry II had passed on his 
genius to his sons, and if the barons had not constituted the most power- 
ful armed force in the realm, England from the twelfth century might 
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have been ruled by an absolute and irresponsible monarch. Magna Carta 
revived the feudalistic concept of a limited monarchy. The English con- 
stitution is the “daughter of feudalism and the common lav7.” The 
former contributed the idea of usage and acquired rights which must be 
respected; the latter, spread through the land by Henry IFs judges, uni- 
fied the nation in respect for certain protective rules which were binding 
on even the King himself. But in 1215 such ideas, clear enough to us, 
were not within reach of the masses. So little was the Charter a docu- 
ment voicing the people’s cause, that it was not translated into English 
until the sixteenth century. 

No sooner had King John accepted its terms than his thoughts turned 
to evasion. His fury was such that he writhed on the ground, biting 
pieces of wood. “They have set five-and-twenty kings over me!” he cried. 
Then, reverting to his sly, perfidious diplomacy, he turned to Pope Inno- 
cent III, with whom he had been reconciled, seeking dispensation from 
his oath to respect the accursed Charter; and the Pope, outraged by this 
armed rebellion inspired by an archbishop of his own choosing, excom- 
municated the citizens of London. On Langton’s advice they rang the 
bells and said Mass as if nothing had happened. Papal authority over 
England, too far a country, was already weakening. Philip Augustus, 
determined, like William the Conqueror, to cloak his ambitions under 
a guise of legality, took advantage of events to try to have his son Louis, 
whose wife was a niece of John’s, proclaimed King of England. John, he 
said, had been condemned to death for the murder of Arthur of Britanny, 
and so had lost his rights to the throne. This judgment having been 
given before the birth of his son, the lawful heir to the English crown 
was Louis of France. In 1216 Louis landed in Kent, and set out with the 
support of numerous English barons in search of the King. But fate 
speedily ended this drama. John died on October 19, 1216, from a surfeit 
of peaches and fresh cider. 



Chapter VIII 


The Communities: (1) Towns and Corporations 


To APPREHEND the slow change from feudal to parliamentary control 
after Magna Carta, we must examine the birth in mediaeval England of 
certain new forces — the communities. Feudal law protected the warrior 
landlord, and indirectly his serfs. But a gradually prospering society, 
untroubled now by invaders, could not remain a nation of soldiers and 
farmers. The town-dwellers, traders, students, and all who did not fit 
into the feudal framework, could only find security in association. The 
burgesses of a town, the craftsmen of a guild, the students of a university, 
the monks of a monastery began to form communities which insisted on 
their rights. Even at Runnymede, as we saw, the City of London had 
taken rank as a tenant-in-chief. 

During the Saxon invasions most of the smaller Roman towns had 
fallen into decay, but a few survived. London, Winchester, York, and 
Worcester, for instance, had never ceased to be towns. In the thirteenth 
century London had about 30,000 inhabitants, but the other towns were 
very small. Originally many of these had taken shape round a monastery. 
Some were places where a river was crossed, as indicated by so many 
names ending in “ford” or “bridge”; others were road junctions, or ports; 
and nearly all were fortified points. The word “burgess” comes from 
“burgh,” a fort, reminding us that a town was for long a place of refuge, 
having its earthwork or stone walls, its drawbridge, and sometimes, in 
Norman days, its royal fortress. The smaller landowners had houses 
there in case of war or times of danger, which they let in periods of 
tranquillity. Incased within its walls, a mediaeval town could not expand; 
its houses were small, its streets narrow. Thatched roofs frequently caused 
fires. Dirt was prevalent. The first public well in London dates from 
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the thirteenth century, and its water was reserved for the poor to drink, 
as all who could drank beer. Ordure lay in the streets, and the stench was 
vile. Occasionally some contagion carried off part of the population. 
Every town was partly rural: even vdthin its walls London had its kitchen 
gardens, and the mayor was constantly forbidding citizens to allow 
pigs to wander about the streets. When the King dissolved Parliament 
during the fourteenth century, he dismissed “the nobles to their sports, 
the commons to their harvests,” drawing no line between knights and 
burgesses. The town, in fact, took part in the harvesting; courts and 
universities were suspended from July to October, to make way for the 
toil of the fields; and hence come the annual “long vacations.” 

At the time of the Conquest every town was dependent on a lord; 
its taxes were levied by the sheriff, and a townsman was answerable to 
the manor-court. Gradually the burgesses, as they grew richer, purchased 
“liberties,” that is to say, privileges. There is a twelfth-century story 
telling how two poor fellows were ordered by the manor-court to settle 
a question of property by combat, and how they fought from morning 
till the sun was high in the sky. One of them, tired out, was driven back 
to the edge of a deep ditch and was about to fall into it when his 
adversary, whose pity overcame his acquisitiveness, called out a warning. 
Whereupon the burgesses of the town compassionately bought from their 
lord for an annual rent the right to settle such disputes themselves. 

In the thirteenth century the French invented the “commune,” or 
free town, a kind of conspiracy of townsmen under a vow of mutual 
protection. The name and the idea at once crossed the Channel, to the 
alarm of the lords. When the town attained the status of a tenant-in-chief 
it found its place in the feudal structure, having its own court, presided 
over by the mayor, and its own gallows, raising its own taxes, and being 
in due course summoned to Parliament. Towns, in France as in England, 
came to have their own seals, arms, and mottoes, because they were 
themselves lords. The individual, in the Middle Ages, only participated 
in the governance of the country if he were a noble, but the “commu- 
nities” were independent powers, and as such recognized by the law. 
The House of Commons emerged, not as a House of Communes, but a 
House of Communities— of counties, towns, and universities. England 
did not pass from the personal and feudal bond to a patriotic and na- 
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tional bond, but rather to a bond between the King and the “states” or 
commons of the realm. 

To see in our own day a town of the twelfth or thirteenth century, 
one might view the sul{hs of Fez or Marrakesh. The people are grouped 
in their several quarters according to their vocations. There is a street 
of butchers, another of armorers, another of tailors. The guild, or cor- 
poration, had the twofold object of protecting its members against outside 
competition, and of imposing on them rules to safeguard the consumer. 
Mediaeval ideas on trade were in direct opposition to those of the modern 
liberal economists. The Middle Ages did not admit the idea of competi- 
tion, nor that of the open market. To buy in advance simply to sell 
again was an offense, and to buy wholesale so as to sell retail likewise. 
If one member of a guild made a purchase, any other member, if so 
minded, could buy also at the same price. No stranger was entitled to 
settle in a town to practice his calling without license. Guild membership 
was an hereditary privilege. At first, poor artisans could become master- 
craftsmen by serving an apprenticeship of six or seven years. Later in 
the sixteenth century, the guilds in the larger towns restricted some of 
their choicer privileges to wealthy members, although never altogether 
excluding any who had truly served apprenticeship. The Middle Ages 
recognized no law of supply and demand. Any merchandise was thought 
to have its just price, scaled to enable the seller to live decently without 
leaving him an excessive profit. 

Merchants, of course, were not saints, and had countless tricks for 
evading the control of guild or municipality. Bakers kneaded loaves of 
short weight, or when their customers brought their own dough to be 
baked, kept a small boy hidden beneath the counter to steal handfuls 
before it was placed in the oven. Such fellows were punished in the 
pillory, the fraudulent loaves being strung round their necks. A seller 
of bad wine had the residue of the stuff poured over his head. Rotten 
meat was burned under the nose of its vender, that he might smell it 
for himself. But gain is as strong a stimulant to fraud as to laborious toil. 
Notwithstanding strict rules, merchants grew rich. In 1248 the prosperity 
of London outraged the feelings of King Henry III, who, having had to 
sell his plate and jewels to make up deficiencies of taxation, learned that 
they had been bought by merchants of his capital. “I know,’* said he, 
“that were the treasures of imperial Rome for sale, this town would buy 
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them all I These London clowns who style themselves barons arc dis- 
gustingly rich. This city is a bottomless well.” Throughout the Middle 
Ages the political strength of London was great. Its armed citizens, and 
the bands of apprentices ever ready to join in a riot, were a contribution 
to the armies, now checking, now upholding, the sovereign. 

The trading methods of the Middle Ages were later severely judged 
by eighteenth-century economists, and the corporations, like all such 
bodies of men, were bound to cause abuses. But the system had great 
advantages in its day. The suppression of middlemen and the ruling out 
of speculation made rural life excellently stable, until the middle of the 
fourteenth century. Mediaeval times knew little of the artificial rises and 
falls that we know. A study of old building costs leaves one amazed at 
their lowness. It has been estimated that the tower of Merton College, 
Oxford, cost >^142, a low price even when the fullest allowance is made 
for changed values of money. The difference comes from the small 
number of middlemen. If a rich man wished to build a great house or 
a church, he might rent a quarry, cut timbers from his own trees, buy 
winches, and become his own contractor. If a burgess wanted a silver 
cup, he bought the metal, agreed with a silversmith for the style of its 
engraving and weighing the finished article, obtained back the unused 
portion of his silver. The guild protected both vender and buyer against 
the excess of competition. It was a regulative instrument. 

Foreigners were not themselves entitled to engage in retail trade, but 
must deal with English merchants, burgesses of a town. The league of 
Flemish towns, and the famous Hanseatic League (Hamburg, Bremen, 
and Liibeck), had their own warehouses in London. That of the Hansa 
towns, the Steelyard, was fortified, and the celibate German merchants 
lived there together under a corporate rule, like Templars or Knights 
of St. John. They bought metals and wool from the English, and imported 
silks, jewels, and spices which they had from the East by way of Bagdad, 
Trebizond, Kiev, and Novgorod. The French merchants of Amiens and 
Corbie also maintained collective organizations in London. These for- 
eigners, however — ^French, Germans, Genoese, Venetians — were author- 
ized to attend the great fairs. To hold a fair was a seigniorial privilege 
granted to certain towns and abbeys, its object being the double one of 
enabling English producers to find more buyers than there were in the 
town markets, and allowing the country dwellers to obtain goods not 

[108] 



The Communities: (I) Towns and Corporations 

to be found in their small local towns. Most villages before the eighteenth 
century had no shops. At the fair the bailiff bought his salted fish, sold 
the manor wool, and found the tar he needed for his ewes. For the 
great Stourbridge fair a veritable town of wood used to arise, and men 
came to it from as far off as London. The Lombard moneychangers were 
there with their balances; Venetian merchants spread out their silks 
and velvets, their glass and jewelry. Flemings from Bruges brought their 
lace and linen. Greeks and Cretans displayed their raisins and almonds, 
and a few rare cocoanuts, highly prized, the shells of which were mounted 
in tooled silver. The Hamburg or Liibeck merchant paid with Eastern 
spices for the bales of wool clipped on English grazings. Noblemen 
bought their horses and furred gowns. Exchequer clerks moved about, 
collecting the import duties. But before long the king was to simplify 
their task by appointing a single town through which certain exports 
from the kingdom must pass, called the “staple” town, which was first 
Bruges, then Calais. In this way did commerce and industry begin to 
develop in mediaeval England; but their part in a country still feudal 
and agricultural was as yet comparatively modest. Classes, like districts, 
mingled freely. The spirit of Oxford was independent, and when Simon 
de Montfort opened his bold fight against absolutism, the students en- 
rolled in his party. Any political or religious quarrel might start a uni- 
versity riot. In 1238 a Papal Legate, whose followers had insulted some 
young clerks, was chased through the streets by Englishmen, Irishmen, 
and Welshmen, who killed his cook. “Where is he?” they kept crying. 
“Where is that usurer, that simoniac, robber of revenues and insatiate 
of money, who plunders us to fill strangers’ coffers?” The King had 
to send his men-at-arms to Oxford to deliver the Roman prelate and 
calm down the students. Before long the Church had to reckon with the 
danger to unity of faith presented by this body of young rhetoricians, 
so easily beguiled by any new doctrine. And to recover its grip on the 
universities, the Church had to make use of new religious orders. 



Chapter IX 


The Communities: (II) The Universities 


From the eleventh to the thirteenth century Christendom was like a 
spiritual empire. The clerks of all countries in Europe spoke Latin; the 
Church taught one single faith; the Crusades were joint enterprises of 
the Christian kings; the militant orders, such as the Templars, were 
international armies. Although communications were slower than in 
our day, intellectual contacts seem to have been then more close and 
more frequent than now. A famous master, whether Italian, French, or 
English, attracted students from every country, and was understood by 
them because he taught in Latin. A scholar such as John of Salisbury 
(1120-1180) took his first lessons in logic under Abelard in Paris, went 
on to Chartres to follow the courses of William de Conches, crossed 
the Alps ten times in search of the truths of Rome, and finally became 
a teacher in England. Institutions which succeeded in one country were 
soon imitated in all others: as witness the free towns or the universities. 
But these institutions were highly original; not since Greek antiquity 
had any epoch enriched society with organs so novel. 

The ancients had no universities. The Greeks founded schools of philos- 
ophy, such as the Academy, but would not have thought of collecting, 
as Oxford was to do, three thousand students in one town. This was 
due in part to the smallness of their cities, but chiefly to the absence of 
an organized Church, which could offer a living to young men instructed 
in its discipline. The word universitas originally signified any corporate 
body. It was by analogy with the trade guilds that men spoke, in the 
thirteenth century, of the “community,” or “university,” of masters and 
students. This “university,” was, literally, a corporation which defended 
its teachers and pupils against the ecclesiastical authorities on the one 
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hand, against the town burgesses on the other. The schoojs of advanced 
education which grew up from about the year looo at Salerno, then at 
Pavia, Bologna, and Paris, officially bore the name of studium^ or studium 
generate. They taught civil law, canon law, Latin, Aristotelian philos- 
ophy, medicine, and mathematics. At Paris the success of Abelard made 
dialectics triumph. The student learned, rather as with the ancient 
Sophists, the art of argumentation for or against a theory, or the recon- 
ciliation of Aristotle with Christian doctrine. 

The memorials of John of Salisbury enable us to see that, by the 
twelfth century, it was understood by able minds that dialectic, useful 
enough for enlivening and sharpening the wits, and also for the enrich- 
ment of an abstract vocabulary, nevertheless led to no positive truth. 
When the aged English student returned to Paris after his journeying, 
he said: “I took pleasure in visiting the Mont-Sainte-Genevieve and 
those former companions whom I had left, who were still kept there by 
dialectic, and to talk again with them regarding our old subjects of 
discussion. They seemed not to have attained their goal by unraveling 
the old questions, nor even to have added to their knowledge the shadow 
of a proposition. . . . They had advanced only in one manner: they 
had unlearned moderation and forgotten modesty, so that it was impos- 
sible to hope for their cure. Thus experience taught me one certain 
truth, namely that although dialectic may aid other studies, it remains 
sterile and dead if it pretend to be self-sufficient.” But we must not judge 
scholastic logic too hardly: it taught men to use their minds with pre- 
cision. The debt of Galileo to Aristotle is greater than appears at first 
sight. The idea that the works of God are rational and can be formulated 
in universal laws made scientific research a possibility. 

In England the taste for classic studies was never wholly extinct. The 
Irish monasteries kept the torch alight during the Saxon invasions; then 
came the noble period of Northumbrian culture; and when the Danes 
had destroyed the School of Bede and Alcuin, Alfred rescued what he 
could of the classical culture. The Normans had elementary schools 
where the children learned Latin hymns, and sometimes how to read; 
monastic schools provided for postulants to the secular clergy; and 
grammar schools, often likewise under the tuition of monks, taught 
Latin grammar — often with the aid of bodily punishments. But ignorance 
was deep, even amongst the clergy, in the thirteenth century. In 1222 
Archbishop Langton bade the bishops examine the priests of their dioceses 
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and make sure that they understood the Scriptures. The report o£ William, 
Dean of Salisbury, is deplorable. One curate, questioned about the Canon 
of the Mass and about the prayer igitur dementis sime Pater . . " 
did not know the case of nor what word governed this pronoun. 
“And when we bade him look closely which could most fittingly govern 
it, he replied, * Pater, for He governeth all things.’ We asked him what 
dementissime was, and what case, and how declined; he knew not. We 
asked him what demens was; he knew not. . . . He is amply illiterate. 
The poet Langland (c. 1332-1400) makes a priest say; 

“I have be prcst and persoun passyngc thretti wynter. 

Yet can I neither solfe nc synge, ne seyntes lyves rede; 

But I can fyndc in a felde or in fourlonge an hare, 

Better than in beatus vir, or in beati omnes. . . 

When Louis dc Beaumont became Bishop of Durham in 1316, he knew 
no Latin and could not read his profession of faith on his consecration. 
Reaching the word metropolitanus, he was unable to pronounce it after 
several attempts, and at last exclaimed in French, “Take it as read! * 
The universities tried to produce clerks with better title to the name, 
the first in England being that of Oxford. 

For a long time Oxford had been one of the chief towns of the king- 
dom. Before the foundation of the university itself, eminent masters were 
teaching in the churches, When Giraldus Cambrensis, the friend of 
Henry II, had completed his history of the conquest of Ireland, he 
resolved to read it publicly at Oxford, where the most famous clerks in 
England were to be found. The reading took three days; on the first day 
he entertained and fed the poor of the town; on the second, the doctors 
and clerks; on the third, the burgesses and soldiers. “This was a noble 
and costly action, but the older times of poetry were thus in some 
measure revived.” Oxford became a real university when Henry II, at 
loggerheads with Becket, recalled the English clerks from Paris. As for 
Cambridge, numerous students and masters migrated there from Oxford 
in 1209, in protest against the injustice of the Mayor of Oxford, who 
had caused three innocent students to be hanged for the murder of a 
woman. In Scotland, the first university was that of St. Andrews, founded 
early in the fifteenth century. 

The students of Oxford and Cambridge in the Middle Ages were not 
young men of good family coming there to learn the gentlemanly life 
and make acquaintance with the cream of their generation, but poor 
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clerks preparing for ecclesiastical or administrative careers. Some were 
so poor that they owned but one gown between three of them, and ate 
only bread and soup. Shielded by “benefit of clergy/' these clerks often 
enough lived an unholy life of quarrelsome violence and loose morals. 
The colleges were founded to give the protection of a stricter discipline 
to those young men who had previously lodged with townspeople. 
Study did not thrive. Roger Bacon complained that students preferred 
the inanities of Ovid to the wisdom of Seneca. Soon even Ovid went 
unread, and the teaching of classical Latin died. As in Paris, the fashion- 
able training after the rediscovery of Aristotle by Edmund Rich was 
in dialectics and logic. 

The mediaeval spirit was metaphysical, not positive. But here and 
there, in. a few minds, the sense of scientific method had been quickened 
by contact with Arabic science through the Crusades, and by reading of 
the classics. The most famous of these early European savants was Roger 
Bacon, “the prince of mediaeval thought,’* as Renan called him. He went 
from Oxford to Paris, where he taught geometry, arithmetic, and the 
art of observing with instruments. He certainly had an intuitive aware- 
ness of the critical method. “As regards reasoning,” he wrote, “sophism 
and demonstration are to be distinguished only by verifying the con- 
clusion by experiment and practice. The most certain conclusions of 
reasoning leave something to be desired if they are not verified. . . . 
There are a thousand radical errors arising from pure demonstration {de 
nuda demonstratione) y And, condemning the contemporary cult of 
scholasticism, Bacon urged that the most important secrets of wisdom 
remained beyond the reach of most scholars, from lack of a suitable 
method. But who then cared about scientific observation? Even medi- 
cine V^as theoretic, teaching the doctrine of the “humors.” Bacon was 
defeated by poverty and forced, following the counsel of his friend 
Bishop Grosseteste, to become a Franciscan in order to live. As a rule of 
the Order did not permit him to own ink, pen, or books, he requested 
a special dispensation from the Pope, which Clement IV granted. Roger 
Bacon must have had prodigious energy to write, without an amanuensis, 
his Opus MajuSy a sort of Discours de la MSthode reviewing all the 
sciences, a veritable encyclopaedia of the thirteenth century. 

The universities played an important part in the political awakening of 
England. At Oxford, students from Scotland and the southern counties, 
from Wales and East Anglia, met and mixed. 
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The Communities: (III) The Mendicant Monies 


The Church takes as her earthly mission the taming and controlling of 
human passions, but she is constantly threatened by the aggressive re- 
actions of these passions. Hence came the successive reforms represented 
by the rules of St. Benedict, of Cluny, and of Citeaux. Popular faith 
during the thirteenth century remained simple and strong, but the Church 
frequently fell below men’s expectations. In spite of the stern measures 
of Gregory VII, many of the lesser clergy in England were still married 
or lived in concubinage. Vows of poverty were no better observed than 
those of chastity. Anthony Bek, a bishop in the early years of the thirteenth 
century, had a train of sevenscore knights, and nothing was too costly 
for him : “He once paid forty shillings in London for forty fresh herrings, 
because the other great folk there assembled in Parliament said that they 
were too dear and cared not to buy them. He bought cloth of the rarest 
and costliest, and made it into horse-cloths for his palfreys.” Simony was 
prevalent: churches, livings, preferment, all were bought and sold. An 
abbot presenting himself at Rome, and not too sure of his Latin, spent 
a goodly sum in mollifying his examiners {^'examinatores suos emollire'*) . 
The parish priests, who should have received the tithes paid by the faith- 
ful, were often robbed by an abbey which took over, with the rectorial 
rights, all the larger tithes (corn and wool), leaving the hapless vicar 
only the lesser tithes of vegetables and fruit. The monks may not have 
been so vicious as the satirists depicted them, but they were far from 
being models of virtue. In vain did St. Bernard forbid the Cistercians to 
raise over-ornate buildings: their magnificent abbeys in England are 
proof at once of their excellent taste and ineffectual rule. 

Two Orders of thirteenth-century origin gave a better response than 
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the older monastic Orders to men’s constant need for fervor— -the Fran- 
ciscans and the Dominicans. These “mendicant” Orders were composed 
not of monks, but of friars, who were ready to leave the monastery and 
live in the world, amongst their fellow-men, in absolute poverty and with 
total rejection of worldly goods. The rule of the Order founded by St. 
Francis in 1209, required that they should live on alms. So fast did they 
multiply that by 1264 the General of the Franciscans ruled 8,000 houses 
and 200,000 brothers. The preaching friars created by St. Dominic in 
1215 had a different aim. This Spanish priest had observed the progress 
of the Albigensian heresy in the south of France, and the sanguinary 
campaigns of Simon de Montfort (father of the English statesman), 
and suggested to the Pope that he might wage war on heresy by words, 
not by the sword. Innocent III authorized the Order, the development 
of which was as prodigious as that of the Franciscans, and its members 
were soon in every country. 

When the Dominicans and Franciscans reached England in 1221 and 
1224 they quickly began a wide range of activity. Here they had no 
heresy to combat. But ignorance and disaffection were equally dangerous 
foes. Papal prestige had been affected by an excessive use of excommunica- 
tion. Men remembered that London had defied the interdict of Rome 
and forced its priests to celebrate the Mass. To retain her hold over Eng- 
land, the Church would have to find new missionaries who could in- 
fluence the common people. Her great part in the formation of English 
society had sprung from the fact that she was the only link between 
the rude peasantry and the culture of the outside world. This mission 
bad to be completed. The isolation and ignorance of villagers was a tragic 
aspect of the Middle Ages. But could the parish priest secure a bond? 
He was equally ignorant and hardly less isolated. The monk, again, 
lived a conventual life which, even if it might be holy, was still self- 
:entered. The mendicant monk, moving from town to country, but living 
at other times with his brethren and renewing his stock of ideas, could 
Eulfill this function. And he did so. 

A first band of Franciscans crossed the Channel in 1224, nine in 
tiumber. Their journey to England had been charitably arranged by 
die monks of Fecamp, in Normandy. They went straight to London, 
ivhere they were given a small room in a school. There they could be 
icen round a fire, drinking lees of beer— “So bitter that some preferred 
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plain water,” says one record of the time with pitying dismay— and with 
it only some coarse bread, and porridge when there was no bread. At 
Cambridge they were given ten marks by the king to rent some land, 
where they built a chapel, “so miserably poor that a single carpenter 
in one day made and set up fourteen pairs of rafters.” For a long time 
the rule of absolute poverty was observed by the Franciscans. When the 
brethren wished to build a real monastery, the English Provincial pro- 
tested that he had not entered into religion to build walls, and pulled 
down a stone cloister which the citizens of Southampton had built for 
his Order. And when his monks asked for bolsters, he said: “You have 
no need of these hillocks to raise your heads nearer to heaven.” It is 
easy to imagine the effect on the common people of Orders so whole- 
hearted in their rejection of this world’s riches. 

Amongst the rules laid down by St. Francis, the first to be abandoned 
by his disciples was that of contempt for knowledge. To a novice who 
asked for a psalter, Francis replied, “I am your breviary.” He was in 
despair when told that his Order had produced great men of learning, 
and he would probably not have authorized Roger Bacon, as Clement IV 
did, to possess ink and pen. But the very success of their preaching obliged 
Franciscans and Dominicans, at the least, to study theology: they had 
obviously to prepare to refute objections. They soon became the fortunate 
rivals, in the universities, of the secular clergy. Monks and priests eyed 
askance these mendicant friars, whose bare feet and wretched victuals 
were a silent condemnation of rich living and abbatial abundance. But 
the poor students welcomed them with a trust not now extended to a 
comfortably placed clergy. At Oxford the Franciscan school attained 
a splendid reputation. It produced the greatest three minds of the time — 
Roger Bacon, Duns Scotus, and William Ockham— and raised the Uni- 
versity of Oxford to the level of the Sorbonne. 

These first mendicant Orders were joined by two others during the 
century— the Augustinians and Carmelites. Then, as time went on, like 
the monks before them, the four Orders of friars neglected the disciplines 
which had been their greatness. In the fourteenth century the “begging 
brother,” too plump, too well fed, was a favorite target of the satirist. 
As soon as they in their turn yielded to human nature, and dodged the 
rule forbidding them to own a horse by riding on an ass, or lived in 
comfortable cloisters built for them by rich sinners, or wore warm 
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clothes, or sometimes indulged in the refined luxury of education, they 
lost their dominion over the poor. In vain did a man, whose fat pink 
cheeks betokened much good cheer, preach that the Apostle Paul lived 
*'in fame et frigore/' Chaucer’s friar in the Canterbury Tales is already 
akin to the monks of Rabelais. Actually most of the brothers were good- 
hearted men, but the contrast between precept and practice could only 
provide fuel for the indignation of the pure of heart. Besides, in a country 
which had become aware of its national originality since the end of the 
Norman and Angevin empires, these friars being representative of the 
last wave of Continental deposits and claiming to depend directly on 
the Pope, were a vexation to many of the faithful. The conflict between 
the Church of Rome and the Church of England was not yet ready to 
break out, but from that time the deep causes of rupture lay sown in 
the most exacting consciences; and there they were to germinate. 
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Henry III and Simon de Montjort 


When the death of King John in 1216 left as lawful king a boy of 
nine, Henry III, the barons who had rallied to Louis of France from 
hatred of John now instantly rallied to the Crown. A sense of nationality 
was becoming strong in this nobility, foreign though its own origins were. 
The loss of Normandy had severed the Norman barons from the domains 
in France, and tied them more closely to England. During the King’s 
minority the security of the country was assured by sound soldiers, 
William the Marshal and Hubert de Burgh, and at last, in 1227, the young 
King came of age. Henry III was neither cruel nor cynical like his father. 
His piety and simplicity recalled rather Edward the Confessor, whom 
he held in great admiration, and in whose honor he rebuilt Westminster 
Abbey. But he was ill equipped to rule England at that juncture. At a 
time when all the essential forces of the country were trying to impose 
checks on the royal power, Henry stood for absolutism. In a period of 
nationalism, he was not English. Having married Eleanor of Provence, 
he had gathered round him the Queen’s uncles, one of whom, Peter of 
Savoy, built the Palace of Savoy beside the Thames below Westminster. 
Along with his wife’s kinsmen, the King favored also his mother’s rela- 
tives, who hailed from Poitou. Barons and burgesses alike began to 
grumble, muttering “England for the English,” and the newest English- 
men among them were not the least vehement. Finally, the devout 
young King, in gratitude to the Pope for protection during his minority, 
acknowledged himself as vassal of the Holy Father, and encouraged 
Roman encroachments at the expense of the English clergy. The Pope 
fell into a habit of giving the wealthiest posts in England to Italian 
favorites, even before they fell vacant. When these “provisors” became 
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titular holders, they stayed quietly in Rome, appointed vicars, and drew 
the revenues of their English property. Anger was rife among the 
native clergy, and there was a rising tide of hostility towards Pope and 
king. 

For thirty years the unpopularity of Henry III waxed slowly greater. 
Seven confirmations of the Great Charter did not bring him to observe 
it. During the twelfth century prices throughout Europe had risen, be- 
cause a revival of confidence brought money back into circulation. This 
rise automatically increased the expenses of government; but the barons 
were not economists, and the King’s requests for fresh subsidies encoun- 
tered increasing ill-will. Unable to bring himself to renounce the great 
Angevin dreams, he tried to reconquer a French empire, and was beaten 
at Taillcbourg in 1242. The limits of England’s patience came when he 
accepted from the Pope — who, on his own diplomatic chessboard, was 
playing the King of England against the Emperor—the Kingdom of 
Sicily for his second son, Edmund. This onerous gift had to be conquered, 
and for this expedition the barons refused all aids, unless the King would 
accept reforms. The Great Council met at Oxford in 1258; contrary to 
custom, the barons attended it armed. “Am I then your prisoner?” 
asked the King, nervously. They insisted on his accepting the Provisions 
of Oxford, which intrusted the governance of the realm to a reforming 
council, which would control the Exchequer and appoint the Justiciar, 
the Treasurer, and the Chancellor. If it had lasted, an oligarchy would 
have supplanted the monarchy. 

The King gave his word, but soon fell back on his father’s tactics and 
obtained Papal release from his pledge. The barons protested, and it 
was agreed that both sides should accept the arbitration of the saintly 
King Louis of France, whose prestige in Europe stood very high. The 
King and his son, Edward, went themselves to defend their cause at the 
conference at Amiens. Louis decided for them, and declared the Pro- 
visions of Oxford null and void, as running counter to all his political 
ideas, and confirmed Henry’s claim to employ foreigners as counselers 
or Ministers. The judgment, however, a somewhat obscure pronounce- 
ment, upheld Magna Carta. The more conservative barons accepted the 
award of Amiens, but a younger and bolder party maintained that the 
arbitration was contradictory, that it was impossible at once to confirm 
Magna Carta and annul the Provisions which were its application, and 
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that the struggle should continue. This party was headed by the most 
remarkable man of the time — Simon de Montfort, Harl of Leicester. 

This champion of English liberties was a Frenchman; but his paternal 
inheritance had included the earldom of Leicester, formerly confiscated 
by King John, It had been restored to him by Henry III, who became 
intimate with him, and in 1238 Montfort had married the King’s sister, 
to the indignation of English feeling. The brothers-in-law quarreled. 
Henry was impatient and frivolous, Simon impatient and in earnest, 
and there was endless bickering. Simon went on the Crusade, and 
after his return governed Gascony, where he restored order, but with 
such brutality that Gascon envoys lodged plaints against him at the 
English court. The King called upon his brother-in-law to justify his 
actions. Simon replied that a man of such nobility as his should not be 
perturbed about “foreigners.” The dispute grew warmer, and Henry 
uttered the word “traitor.” “There is a lying word I” said Montfort. “If 
you were not my sovereign you would rue the day when you spoke it.” 
Supplanted in Gascony by Henry’s son Edward, Montfort returned to 
England in wrath and rancor, and soon took the lead in the reforming 
faction. He was a close friend of the great Bishop Grosseteste’s, and his 
enthusiasm was infectious. Impressed by the evils besetting the realm, the 
Earl of Leicester was the soul of the aristocratic opposition which sought 
to control the royal authority at the Council of Oxford, After the award 
of Amiens that opposition was divided, and many of the nobles yielded. 
Montfort showed his usual violent vexation: “I have been in many lands,” 
he said to his trusted friends, “and nowhere have I found men so faith- 
less as in England; but, though all forsake me I and my four sons will 
stand for the just cause.” And in spite of defections, he resumed the 
struggle. 

The characteristic of this period was the awakening of new social strata 
into political life. Two groups are particularly interesting because of the 
role they were soon to play — the country knights and the town burgesses. 
The former class had greatly expanded in the preceding hundred years. 
After 1278 any freeman whose revenue amounted to ^20 was a knight 
and subject to the military obligations of knighthood. As prices rose, 
numerous small landowners found themselves willy-nilly in possession 
of a knight’s fee. During the whole of the thirteenth century the small 
country gentleman, busy with his land and local affairs (the future 
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squire), a very different man from the warrior and courtier barons, 
had quickly multiplied; and these knights formed a comfortable, re- 
spected class, accustomed to playing a considerable part in county life, 
especially since the advent of the itinerant judges. It will be remembered 
that, for the formation of juries, the sheriff first obtained the appoint- 
ment of four knights, who then chose two knights from each hundred. 
Here, then, was a group of men of good standing in their neighborhood, 
who were naturally appealed to when it was required to ascertain the 
feelings of the counties. In 1213 King John had admitted four knights 
from each shire to a Great Council. In 1254 Henry III, being in need 
of money and finding the higher nobility hostile, had consulted the 
county courts through the sheriffs, and had their replies brought to the 
Great Council by two knights from each shire. It was doubtless hoped 
that these rustics, overawed by the royal majesty, would not dare to say 
nay. 

The presence, in exceptional circumstances, of a few knights in the 
Council did not, of course, suffice to make that body into a modern 
Parliament. The word “parliament” had been used in England since 
1239, but signifying originally only a “spell” or “bout” of speaking. A 
parliament then was a debate of the Council, and the Council itself 
remained, as before, a court of law, composed of the greater barons 
{harones majorcs)^ collectively convoked by the sheriff. In 1254 the 
knights were present simply as bearers of information, and did not 
form part of the Council. But the bold ideas of Simon de Montfort were 
to go much farther. After the award of Amiens the great rebel totally 
defeated the royal troops at Lewes, where he had against him his nephew 
Edward, and part of the baronage, but had on his side the younger 
nobility, the London burgesses, enthusiastic if ill-armed, the students of 
Oxford, and especially the excellent Welsh archers, who were thus in- 
directly defending the independence of their principality. Simon counted 
strategy among his gifts. He captured the King and heir-apparent, and 
in 1264, resolving on a reform of the realm, summoned in the King’s 
name a Parliament which was to be attended by four trusty knights from 
each county, elected to handle the affairs of the kingdom along with 
the prelates and magnates. 

Contemporary writings show that political thought was then becom- 
ing very bold. One writer said : “Those who are ruled by the laws know 
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those laws best and since it is their own affairs which are at stake, they 
will take more care.” Simon dc Montfort, the real head of the govern- 
ment, placed power in the hands of a Council of nine members, ap- 
pointed by three Electors; the latter could be deprived of their function 
by the Council. It was the sketch of a constitution almost as complex 
as that of Sieyes. Simon de Montfort was certainly far from imagining 
what the British Parliament would one day become, and it is anachro- 
nistic to view him as the first of the Whigs. But this great man under- 
stood that new forces were rising in the land, and that the future be- 
longed to those who could harness them. 

The invincible Earl Simon was determined to lean more strongly on 
the new classes, and the celebrated Parliament of 1265 included two 
knights from each county, and two citizens from each city or borough, 
the latter being summoned by a writ dispatched, not to the sheriff, but 
directly to the town. This time all the elements of the future Parliament 
were brought together — ^lords, county members, borough members. But 
it cannot be said that the House of Commons, properly speaking, dates 
from this experiment, because the town and county representatives were 
there only in a consultant capacity. Their attendance strikes us as im- 
portant because we know its consequences. To contemporaries, no doubt, 
it seemed natural; the rebel was summoning his partisans. 

But there was one man at least who watched with interest and reluctant 
admiration the new policy carried out by the Earl of Leicester. This was 
Edward, the heir to the throne. Inferior in character to his uncle, devoid 
of the zealous idealism which made Simon a noble figure, Edward was 
better equipped for success. Simon de Montfort, obsessed by the great- 
ness of his plans, refused to allow for the pettiness of men. Edward was 
uninventive, but superior in practical application. Having escaped by a 
trick (he pretended to try the horses of his gcntlemen-guards and, pick- 
ing the fastest, galloped off), he rallied the barons from the western and 
northern borders, fell upon Montfort and, applying the tactical lessons 
received from him, defeated the Earl at Evesham. Montfort dispassion- 
ately admired the maneuver that was his undoing: “By St. James! he 
cried, “they come on in good order, and it was from me they learned it. 
Let us commend our souls to God, for our bodies are theirs!” For a 
whole morning he fought heroically, and then, in a darkness of storm- 
clouds which men regarded as a prodigy, was slain. His enemies muti- 
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latcd his corpse, but Edward allowed the Franciscans to bury what 
remained; and for many years the relics of Simon de Montfort were 
venerated by the people as those of a saint. 

With Simon de Montfort vanished the last of the great Frenchmen 
who helped to fashion England. Before long the sons of the Norman 
nobles were learning only English. Godric and Godgifu had won. But 
the part played by these Norman and Angevin kings had been a great 
one. When William the Conqueror landed, he found a country of set- 
tlers, a crude local justice, a licentious and contumacious Church. His 
vigor, the vigor of Henry I, the vigor of Henry II, had established a 
new country. Many of the institutions imposed or preserved by these 
kings are extant today — ^the jury, the assizes, the Exchequer (at any 
rate in name), and the universities. Even the perfidious King John 
and the weak Henry III played quite useful parts. The Great Charter 
granted by the former and confirmed by his heir proclaimed the trans- 
mutation of feudal usage into national law respected by the king. The 
period between 1066 and 1272 is one of the most fruitful in English 
history. The Norman colony founded by the five thousand adventurers 
of the Conquest developed on lines so original that, during subsequent 
centuries, after one last effort to unite the two realms of France and 
England, it cut every link with the Continent. A rough analogy of this 
astonishing turn of events might be found if we suppose that Lyautcy, 
conqueror of Morocco, had there founded a dynasty accepted by the 
Arabs, ^ and that his descendants gave that empire stronger laws and a 
more solid prosperity than those of the home capital. 

*Thc difference, of course, being that Normans and Saxons were, after all, the same 
in race and religion. 
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Edward L Legal Reform. Home Administration 


The Norman Conquest had raised a double barrier of language and 
grievance between patricians and plebeians, between the village and the 
castle. But quite suddenly the two civilizations thus set forcibly in juxta- 
position became merged. The Saxon peasants realized the worth of the 
Norman order, and the Norman lords learned to respect the customs 
of the common Englishman. On Edward I’s accession this fusion was 
almost complete, and it was symbolized in the person of the new king. 
Although directly descended from the Conqueror and bearing the old 
Saxon name of the Confessor, Edward I was an English monarch. His 
main objective was no longer to reconquer Normandy or rebuild the 
Angevin empire, but to unify Great Britain by bringing first Wales, then 
Scotland, to submission. English was to him as natural a speech as 
French, and on the Crusade he was heard replying in English to the 
salaams of the Sultan’s envoys. Under his rule the English speech, which 
since the Conquest had been following an underground course amongst 
villeins and artisans, emerged again into the light of day. At the time 
of Simon de Montfort it was used in an official document. Amongst the 
new clerks, it was said, not one in a hundred could read a letter except 
in Latin or English. By the end of the fourteenth century the teaching 
of French in England’s schools had ceased, and John de Trevisa was 
lamenting that even the nobles no longer taught it to their own children. 
Like the language, the institutions of Edward I are a prefiguration of 
modern England. His laws exerted an enduring mark on the social struc- 
ture of the country. And despite his sincere piety, Edward’s attitude 
towards the Pope was to be that of the “national and insular” head of 
a State. 
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Such modernism and insularity were the more surprising as the king 
remained temperamentally feudalistic, and in his tastes was a Plantagenet. 
A vigorous, superbly built man, with the long muscular body of a 
horseman, he delighted in the hunt and tourney. He would make no 
concessions in the forest laws. His homeward journey from the Crusade 
was like the wandering of a knight-errant of romance. On the way he 
redressed wrongs, attacked a brigand in Burgundy, and fought with the 
Count of Chalons. When he conquered Wales he asked for King 
Arthur’s crown, and staged a banquet of the Round Table. Towards the 
King of France, his suzerain for Gascony, he was at pains to observe 
with punctilio the code of an irreproachable vassal. He did homage, and 
submissively accepted his lord’s decisions. His motto was ^'Factum Serva** 
(‘‘Keep Troth'*), It may have turned out that he changed his mind, 
after thus pledging his word; and he then showed wonderful skill in 
twisting texts to reconcile promises and desires. One contemporary said 
of Edward that he wished to be lawful, but whatever he liked he 
declared lawful. Nor did he scruple to slip out of a troublesome oath by 
the classic device of the Plantagenets — z Papal absolution. All in all, 
however, Edward was shaped on a good model; he had noble instincts, 
and he showed an aptitude, rare in the monarchs of his time, for profiting 
by the lessons of experience. The revolt of the barons taught him that the 
age of despotism in England was over, that the monarchy could now be 
consolidated only by gaining the support of these new classes which 
were gathering strength. Hot-tempered and proud, obstinate and some- 
times harsh, but industrious, honest, and reasonable, this knightly king 
was also a statesman. 

Nearly all of the legal structure which frames contemporary France 
dates from Napoleon; but in England the statutes of Edward I, except 
where abrogated, still have the force of law. At the beginning of his 
reign Edward, like the Conqueror before him, had a survey made 
throughout the kingdom to ascertain exactly by what rights — *'Quo 
Warranto ** — the private lords held their part of the public power. This 
investigation roused much anger among the barons. John de Warenne, 
the Earl of Surrey, asked by the royal lawyers to show his warranty, 
unsheathed a rusty sword and answered: “Here is my warranty: my 
ancestors, who came with William the Bastard, conquered their lands 
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with the sword, and with the sword will I defend them against all who 
desire to seize them. For the king did not conquer his lands by himself, 
but our ancestors were his partners and helpers.” This was a vexing 
reply for a knightly king. But Edward I already knew that in England 
written charters have longer prospects than the rights of the sword. 

Thanks to the king’s firm self-mastery, the reign passed without any 
disastrous clash with the Church. The civil and religious powers quar- 
reled frequently, but their disputes never reached the violent pitch of those 
between William Rufus and Anselm or Henry II and Becket. The gravest 
came in 1296, when Pope Boniface VIII by the bull Clericos laicos 
forbade the clergy to pay taxes to lay authorities. In just annoyance, 
Edward I ordered the seizure of Church property and the wool of the 
monks. The regular clergy sided with Rome; the parish priests, more 
English than Roman in outlook, proved amenable to the king’s re- 
proaches. A reconciliation took place, but such disputes lessened Papal 
prestige in England. The captivity of the popes in France from 1305 
to 1378 was to deal that prestige a still graver blow, by putting the 
Pope within the enemy’s power. With the fourteenth century, the new 
national sense and traditional Catholicism became hard to reconcile in 
English eyes. In 1307 the Statute of Carlisle forbade any subject, and the 
clergy in particular, to pay taxes or to apportion revenues or benefices 
outside the realm. 

This, had it ever come into full operation, meant drying up the most 
bountiful stream of payments flowing into the Pontifical treasury. But 
it was essential that the king should be ruthless in protecting his revenue. 
Governmental expenses grew with multiplicity of functions, and the 
old taxes and feudal aids no longer met the case. The king’s additional 
resources were “scutage,” a payment in lieu of military service, which 
raised difficulties in collection and disappeared in 1322; the tax on chattels 
and landed property amounting generally to one-fifteenth for the coun- 
try and one-tenth for the towns; and the customs, paid for the right of 
importing or exporting merchandise. These duties were levied chiefly 
on the export of wool and hides, the chief products of the country, and 
on the importation of wines. 

Edward I willfully divested himself of one of his main ancestral 
resources by his expulsion of all Jews from England in the year 1290. 
The failure of the Crusades had resulted in a revival of popular hatred 
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against the only Infidels within reach of reprisals, and powerless to defend 
themselves. They were accused of every crime. Their baronial creditors 
wished to be rid at once of debts and creditors. The action taken by the 
king was less inhumane than previous persecutions. He allowed the 
Jews to take their chattels with them, and hanged certain mariners who 
murdered their passengers on the crossing. The trade of moneylending 
was carried on in England after the expulsion of the Jews by Christians 
from Cahors in France, the *'caorsin/* as they were called, who had 
found a trick for evading the laws of the Church. They lent without 
charge for a short term, and then, when the time expired and the loan 
remained unpaid, demanded an indemnity for the time following the 
date of repayment. This was called “interest,” from the phrase, quod 
interesty Gradually the trade of banking became accepted. It was prac- 
ticed by many Italians, and moneychangers from Lombardy gave 
their name to Lombard Street in London. Then the English themselves 
became adept in the money market, and when the Jews returned to 
England in the days of Cromwell they found amongst the Gentiles pros- 
perous rivals who were at once formidable and tolerantly indulgent. 



Chapter II 


The Origins and Growth of Parliament 


It was under Edward I that there first appeared a Parliament composed 
of two Houses, but the creation of parliamentary institutions was not a 
deliberate act. Against unforeseen difficulties a scries of expedients was 
set up by the sound sense of the kings, the power of the barons, and the 
resistance of the burgesses. From these clashes Parliament was born. 
Summoned by the king as an instrument of government, it became, 
first for the barons and then for the nation, an instrument of control. Its 
origin lies in the Great Council of the Norman sovereigns, the shade 
of which still haunts the Palace of Westminster today. As we enter 
the House of Lords, the throne reminds us that the king presides over 
this assembly. In practice he does so only when he comes there to read 
the Speech from the Throne. On the woolsack sits the Lord Chancellor. 
Why is he there } Because it is he who convokes this House, in the name 
of the king. And whom does he convoke ? The right to be summoned to 
the Council remained ill-defined until the fourteenth century. A peer 
of the realm is, literally, a gentleman entitled to be judged only by his 
peers, or equals; but there were thousands of such gentlemen in 1305, 
whereas the Council then consisted of only seventy members, five being 
carls and seventeen barons, the rest being ecclesiastical or royal officials. 

After Simon dc Montfort and his disciple, Edward I, the custom grew 
up of consulting in grave emergency not only the baronage, but repre- 
sentatives of the “commons” — ^two knights from each shire, two citizens 
from the principal towns. This convocation had a double object: the 
King had realized that a tax was more acceptable if the taxpayer had 
previous warning; and as the difficulty of communications made it almost 
impossible to gauge the state of public opinion, he thought it well to 
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explain occasionally how matters stood in the kingdom, to men who 
came from all the counties and could then create a favorable atmosphere 
by their reports and descriptions. At* first this method was not a new 
privilege granted to the knights and citizens; indeed, it was only a 
convenient way of impressing them and extracting money. Some knights, 
when elected to Parliament, fled to escape the burdensome duty. Besides, 
these deputies for shires and towns took no part in the Council’s delib- 
erations. They listened in silence. It was a Speaker (then a Crown of- 
ficer) who advised the Council of their assent or dissent. But they soon 
took to discussion among themselves, and towards the end of the cen- 
tury the chapter-house of the monks of Westminster was allotted as 
their place of meeting. These first meetings of the Commons, it should 
be remembered, were secret; they were tolerated, but had no legal stand- 
ing. The origin of the House of Lords is a court of law; that of the 
House of Commons, a clandestine committee. 

The convoking of the different '‘Estates” of a kingdom (military, 
priestly, and plebeian), in order to obtain their consent to taxation, was 
not peculiar to England in the fourteenth century. Like the corporations, 
it was then a European idea. Nearly all the sovereigns of the time used 
this method of making the increasingly heavy taxation acceptable. But 
the primordial structure of English society soon caused the Parliament 
to assume a different form from that of the States-General in France. 
In England, as in France, the king began by asking each of the three 
Estates to tax itself; but this he soon dropped, because the threefold 
division did not correspond with the actual mechanism of England. First: 
the bishops belonged to the Council, not as bishops, but as tenants-in-chief 
and feudal lords, and so the rest of the clergy ceased to be represented 
in Parliament. The priesthood preferred to vote its taxes in its own as- 
semblies, the Convocations of Canterbury and York. Alarmed by the fre- 
quent conflicts of Pope and king, they were anxious to stand clear of the 
civil power, and their abstention headed England towards the system 
of two Chambers. Second: the knights might have sat with the bishops 
and barons, but in the county assemblies and assize courts they had 
found themselves in constant touch with the burgesses. As a landed 
revenue of only £20 had come to mean that its owner was thereby a 
knight, the type of man and mode of life associated with the word had 
both changed. This class of knight was glad to ally itself by marriage 
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with the well-to-do merchants, and in any case was more agricultural 
and commercial than military. Experience showed that the knights were 
more at ease with the burgesses. Like the latter, they were convoked by 
the sheriff, and were likewise representative of communities. From the 
union of the petty nobility with the burgesses was born the House of 
Commons. 

Here, then, were two peculiar circumstances : the deliberate abstention 
of the clergy, and the association of the knights and burgesses, engen- 
dered a Parliament consisting of an Upper and a Lower Chamber. This 
combination of knights with citizens is a capital fact in history. It 
explains why England, unlike eighteenth-century France, was never 
divided into two hostile classes. In the beginning the feudal system in 
France and Europe was the same as in England. From Poland to the 
Irish Sea, it has been said, the resemblance is complete — ^the lord, the 
manor-court, enfeoffment, the feudal classes, the kingship, all bear a 
family likeness. But whereas in England during the fourteenth century 
there was a blending of classes, in France a barrier was rising between 
the nobility and the rest of the country. It was not that the English nobil- 
ity remained open while the French was closed. No class was more open 
than the nobility of France. Numerous offices ennobled those who pur- 
chased them. But although this barrier was easily surmountable, it was 
“fixed, visible, patently recognizable, and detestable to those who were 
left outside.” In France the nobility was exempt from taxation, and the 
son of a gentleman was by right a gentleman. In England, only the 
baron who owned a barony, the head of the family, was entitled to be 
summoned to the House of Lords by individual convocation; his eldest 
son was still free to go to the House of Commons to represent his county, 
and soon solicited this honor. The rights of primogeniture and the legis- 
lation of Edward I concerning entailed estates obliged thousands of 
younger sons to seek their own fortune. “If the English middle classes, 
far from making war against the aristocracy,” wrote Tocqucville, “re- 
mained closely linked with it, that did not primarily come about because 
the aristocracy was open, but rather because its form was indefinite and 
its limits unknown— less from ability to enter it than from men not 
knowing when they were in it.” 

If the English kings had supposed that by summoning these two 
Chambers of barons, knights, and burgesses, they were creating a power 
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which would slowly appropriate all royal prerogatives, their policy would 
doubtless have been diJSEerent. Devices would probably have been con- 
trived to enfeeble, or perhaps stifle, the Parliament in its infancy. The 
kings of France played the three Estates each against the other, con- 
voked those of the provinces, and instituted a standing army and a 
perpetual taille (a tax levied without consent); and by so doing they 
built up in three centuries a monarchy far more independent of the 
nation than that of England. But neither the French kings nor the 
English Parliament were deliberately molding the future. Destiny alone 
made their paths diverge. How could Edward I foresee the future 
power of Parliament.? If it was to become a rival to the king, it 
would have to obtain: first, the spending control, as well as the vot- 
ing, of taxation; second, the right of making laws, which in Edward’s 
time belonged solely to the king (the Commons could only present 
petitions); an idea which would have been inconceivable to all the 
members of the 1305 Parliament. Policy was the king’s concern, and he 
alone was responsible for that. Now, as the king was inviolable and 
could not be taken to task, a conflict of Parliament with Crown could be 
resolved only by a dismissal of Parliament or a deposition of the king — 
that is to say, anarchy. To escape this dilemma, the fiction of Ministerial 
responsibility was in time invented. But this difficult conception could 
only be reached by stages. Its earliest form was judicial, not political, and 
consisted of the accusation of Ministers by the Commons before the 
Lords, the latter acting, as in the primitive period of the Council, as a 
high court of justice. This rudimentary form of Ministerial responsibility 
was to be styled “impeachment,” an act of prevention. This, and its 
graver form “attainder” (a law of condemnation voted by both Houses 
without granting the accused the benefit of judicial process), were cruel 
and often unjust measures. But there may well have been less danger then 
in unjustly punishing a Minister than in justly dethroning a king. 



Chapter III 


Edward I, Wales, and Scotland: Edward II 


Edward was the first Plantagenet to bear an English name, and also 
the first to try to complete the conquest of the British Isles. His youth had 
trained him for this task. In 1252 his father had given him Ireland, the 
earldom of Chester (lying on the marches of Wales), the royal lands in 
Wales itself, the Channel Islands, and Gascony. The gift was less gen- 
erous than it seems. Ever since the Celts had fled before the Saxon pressure 
into the hills of Wales and Scotland, they had maintained their independ- 
ence and continued their internecine bickerings. The Saxon kings in time 
adopted towards them the passive method of Hadrian, that of wall- 
building, and about the end of the eighth century built Offa’s Dyke, 
designed to hold back as well as possible the dwellers in the Welsh moun- 
tains. At the time of the Conquest, Norman adventureres carved out 
domains for themselves in the Welsh valleys, where they built “mottes” 
and keeps, and the malcontent tribes fled into the hills. There they 
preserved their own language and customs. Poetry, music, and the for- 
eign occupation, imbued the Welsh with a real national sense. In the 
mountainous region of Snowdon the tribes united under a Welsh lord, 
Llewelyn ap lorwerth, who styled himself Prince of Wales. He had dex- 
terously played the double role of national prince and English feudal 
lord, supported the barons at the time of Magna Carta, and so insured 
himself of their support. His grandson, Llewelyn ap Griflith (1246-1282), 
took up the same attitude in Simon de Montfort’s day, and gave powerful 
aid at the victory of Lewes. When Edward was still only Earl of Chester 
he had made unavailing efforts to impose English customs on the Welsh, 
who rebelled and repulsed him. The young Edward ruined himself in 
this struggle, but it taught him to understand Welsh methods of fighting, 
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and especially the value of their archers, who used a long bow, the range 
and strength of which were much greater than an ordinary bow; and 
it taught him that against them it was useless to oppose feudal cavalry, 
whom they routed with their arrows. These lessons he was to remember. 

Henry III had given him Ireland as well. But there all military enter- 
prise seemed useless. Ireland, the ancient cradle of the saints, had been 
partially taken from the Christian Celts by the invading Danes, who 
had, however, only occupied the ports on the east coast, while the Celtic 
tribes in the interior of the island continued their feuds. When the Church 
in Ireland ceased to be part of the Church of Rome, the country became 
quite detached from European affairs. It lived on the margin of the 
world. When Elenry II sought the Pope’s pardon after the murder of 
Becket, he sent over to Ireland Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke, 
known as Strongbow. But here, as in Wales, the Normans had only 
established themselves within the shelter of their castles. Round Dublin 
lay an English zone known as the Pale, beyond which the English had 
no hold. Norman barons owning castles beyond the Pale acquired after 
a few generations the language and manners of the Irish themselves. 
These barons, who enjoyed sovereign rights, desired the coming of an 
English army no more than did the native-born tribes. Theoretically they 
recognized the suzerainty of the King of England; actually, they main- 
tained a regime of political anarchy. England, it has been said, was too 
weak to conquer and rule Ireland, but strong enough to prevent her from 
learning to govern herself. 

On Edward’s accession, Llewelyn in Wales made the mistake of sup- 
posing that he could continue his role in England as arbitrator between 
sovereign and barons. Edward I was not Henry III, and soon tired of 
the Welshman’s tricks. In 1277 he prepared an expedition into Wales 
under his own leadership. Broad roads were cut through the forests; 
the Cinque Ports supplied a fleet, which hugged the coast in touch with 
the army, insuring its food supplies. Llewelyn with his brother David 
and their partisans were surrounded in Snowdonia, and had to sur- 
render as winter approached. Edward then tried a policy of pacification, 
treating Llewelyn and David with courtesy, and set about administering 
Wales on the English model. He created counties and courts, and sent 
thither itinerant judges to apply the Common Law. The Welsh protested 
and clung to their ancient usages, but Edward was narrow as well as 
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strong and refused to tolerate customs which he regarded as barbarous. 
He maintained his laws, and a rising followed. Llewelyn and David 
broke their troth, and the King, ruthless to the faithless, this time fought 
them to the death. Llewelyn was killed in battle, and David was hanged, 
drawn, and quartered. In 1301 the King gave his son Edward, born in 
Wales and reared by a Welsh nurse, the title of Prince of Wales, which 
has remained the title of the ruling sovereign’s eldest son. Although Eng- 
lish laws and customs were there and then introduced, the principality 
remained outside the kingdom proper, and did not send representatives to 
Parliament. It was Henry VIII who in 1536 made England and Wales 
one kingdom. 

Edward I had conquered the Celts of Wales, but against those of Scot- 
land he failed. There a feudal monarchy had established itself, and a 
civilization analogous to the Anglo-Norman. One Scottish province, that 
of Lothian, had English inhabitants; many barons had property on both 
sides of the border; a fusion seemed easy enough. When King Alexander 
II of Scotland died, leaving the throne to a granddaughter living in 
Norway, Edward wisely suggested marrying her to his son, and so uniting 
the two kingdoms. The idea seemed congenial to most of the Scots, and 
a ship was sent to Norway to bring the child across. To divert the Maid 
of Norway on her voyage, the ship had a store of nuts and ginger, figs 
and cakes, but the delicate child did not survive the wintry crossing. She 
died at sea, and immediately the great Scottish lords were disputing the 
Crown. Two of them, John de Baliol and Robert Bruce, both kinsmen of 
the dead king, and both of French descent, seemed to have equally good 
claims. Edward was chosen as arbitrator, and awarded the kingdom to 
Baliol, who was crowned at Scone. But the English king, carried along 
by this appeal to his authority, insisted that the new king and the Scot- 
tish nobles should acknowledge his status as suzerain. 

The Scots had supposed that such a suzerainty would remain nominal. 
When Edward declared that a litigant losing his case in a Scots court 
could henceforth appeal to the English tribunals, Baliol made alliance 
with the King of France, then opposing Edward in Gascony, sent his 
defiance to the King of England, and refused to obey a summons from 
his suzerain. ‘*Ha, the false fool! What folly is his!” cried Edward. “If 
he will not come to us, we will come to him!” And he marched into 
Scotland, made Baliol prisoner, carried off the Stone of Destiny from 
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Scone—traditionally the pillow of Jacob when he dreamed of the descend- 
ing angels — ^and fashioned it into part of a sumptuous chair which ever 
since has been used at coronations of the kings of England. 

Whenever Edward I was victorious he began with acts of mildness. 
As in Wales, so now in Scotland, he embarked on the enforcement of 
the English laws which he liked and admired. He encountered an un- 
expected resistance, not from the barons, but from the Scottish people, 
who rose in revolt under Sir William Wallace. In vain did Edward win 
the day at Falkirk in 1298; in vain did he hang his prisoners, even Wal- 
lace himself; in vain did he spread ravage and desolation across the 
border country. In days gone by the Romans had been forced to admit 
that a victory in Scotland was never more than a prelude to defeat. Lines 
of communication were too long, the climate was too harsh, the country 
too barren. Froissart gives glimpses of these woeful marches of the Eng- 
lish army, “There were such marshes and savage deserts, mountains and 
dales . . . that it was great marvel that much people had not been lost 
. . . they could not send to know where they were, nor where to have 
any forage for their horses, nor bread nor drink for their own sus- 
tenances”; and in the other camp, the Scottish army, “right hardy and sore 
travailing in harness and in wars ... no carts nor chariots ... no pur- 
veyance of bread nor wine, for their usage and soberness iS such in time 
of war • . . they make a little [oatmeal] cake to comfort their stomachs.” 
In 1305 Edward imagined himself master of the whole country; but in 
1306 Robert Bruce headed a fresh revolt of Scotland, and was crowned at 
Scone. 

By now the King of England was old and infirm, but he vowed with 
a strange mystical oath, “before God and the swans,” to crush this Scots 
rebellion, and thereafter bear arms no more against Christian men, but 
go and await his death in the Holy Land. This last Scottish campaign 
finished him. Feeling death near, he bade his sons farewell. He asked 
that his heart be sent to the Holy Land with a hundred knights, that 
his body should not be buried until the Scots were beaten, and that his 
bones be carried into battle, so that in death, as in life, he might lead his 
army to victory. The epitaph for his tomb, he had composed himself: 
**Edwardus primus Scotorum malleus hie est. Pactum Serva*^ 

Pactum Serva—no pledge was ever kept less loyally than that of Ed- 
ward II to his father. He Instantly abandoned the conquest of Scotland, 
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and when events forced him to resume the attempt, was beaten at Ban- 
nockburn in 1314. He was a strange man, a mixture of vigor and effem- 
inacy, who had an entourage of curious favorites, grooms and young 
workmen, being particularly attached to a young Gascon named Piers 
Gaveston, whose flippancies infuriated the court as much as they amused 
the King. Edward II took no interest in the affairs of the kingdom, his 
tastes being only for music and manual work. When he married he in- 
stantly abandoned his wife for his friend Piers. Knowing his own timid- 
ity, he made inquiries of the Pope as to whether it would be sinful to rub 
his body with an oil which gave courage. The anger of the barons at 
last rose to boiling-point, and they murdered Gaveston. The Bishop of 
Oxford chose the text: “I will put enmity between thee and the woman 
... it shall bruise thy head. . . Events justified the prophecy. Queen 
Isabella, who had taken a lover, Roger Mortimer, Earl of March, headed 
a revolt against her husband and captured him. The Parliament of 1327 
forced him to abdicate in favor of his son, who was proclaimed king as 
Edward III. The deposed king died later in the year, horribly murdered 
by his guards in Berkeley Castle. For some years the real power was 
wielded by the Queen-Mother and Mortimer. But the young Edward III 
was a different man from his father. He soon rebelled against the tyranny 
of Mortimer, arrested him, and put him to death (1330). Thereafter he 
strove to be a strong ruler, as strong as his grandfather, the Hammer of 
the Scots. 



Chapter IV 


The Hundred Years* War (I) 


A DECISIVE war between England and France had become almost in- 
evitable. Destinies and provinces had been mixed and confused by the 
hazards of feudal inheritance. The King of England, himself half-French, 
was in lawful possession of Gascony and Guyenne, both necessary to the 
King of France for the completion of his kingdom. The latter was sup- 
porting Scotland against the English King, who would have to subdue 
that nation if he were to feel secure in his own island. Such a situation 
could not last. It is customary to say that the immediate cause of conflict 
was the candidature for the French throne of Edward III, as the son of 
Isabella of France, and therefore a grandson of Philip the Fair. It was 
not exactly so. If the French jurists had admitted the inheritance of the 
throne by the female line, as the English had done more than once, 
Edward’s title to the throne of France would certainly have been in the 
same line as that of Charles of Evreux, another grandson of Philip IV, 
through Joan of Navarre. But when the legal experts set aside both 
claimants on the pretext of applying an ancient Frankish law, called the 
Salic Law, and chose the nearest heir in the male line, Philip of Valois, 
son of a brother of Philip IV, Edward of England was so litde inclined 
to wage a war in defense of his rights that he agreed to come to Amiens 
and do homage to his rival in respect of Gascony. This he did, contrary 
to feudal custom, wearing his crown and a robe of crimson velvet em- 
broidered with gold leopards; but Philip was content with a mild protest, 
and Edward returned to England satisfied with the honors paid to him. 
In 1331 he confirmed his liege homage by letters patent. 

If he assumed the title of King of France in 1340, adding the lilies of 
France to the leopards of England on his arms, this was done at the re- 
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quest of the burghers of Fknders. It came about thus: England’s chief 
product was wool, and the chief urban occupation of the Flemings was 
the weaving and finishing of cloth. Agricultural England and industrial 



Flanders lived in symbiosis. Accordingly, when the King of France 
showed signs of coveting Flanders and imposed a French count on the 
country, the English merchants were perturbed. “The king, says Michelet, 
“had to stake his succession to the French throne; his people, liberty of 
commerce and free trade for their wool. Assembled round the woolsack, 
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Parliament demurred less to the king’s demands and willingly voted him 
armies. The mixture of commercial with chivalrous motives lends a 
fantastical air to all this period of history. The proud Edward III, who 
swore “by the heron” at the Round Table that he would conquer France, 
and those solemnly eccentric knights who for a vow’s sake would keep 
an eye covered with red cloth, are not so foolish as to serve at their own 
charge. The pious simplicity of the Crusades does not belong to this age. 
These knights, at bottom, arc the hireling agents of the London and 
Ghent merchants.” But the merchants of Ghent felt scruples about de- 
claring war on their suzerain, the King of France, which were all the 
more troublesome because they were pledged to pay two million florins 
to the Pope if they committed this breach of faith. Their leader, Jacob 
van Artevelde, found the means of reconciling respect for treaties with 
their violation. He advised the King of England to join the arms of 
France to his own, and thus it was the ally of the Flemings, no longer 
their enemy, who became for them the real King of France and the 
object of their oath. 

The Hundred Years’ War, then, was a dynastic war, a feudal war, a 
national war, and above all an “imperialist” war. The idea of the English 
merchants in presenting the King with 20,000 bales of wool to pay for a 
campaign, was to reserve for themselves the two zones of influence neces- 
sary to their trade— Flanders as the buyer of wool, and the Bordeaux 
country as the producer of wine, the money received at Bruges and 
Ghent paying for the casks coming from Bordeaux. Further, it should be 
added that this war was popular in England because it led the armies 
into a rich country which provided abundant booty. Edward III and his 
barons were “the flower of chivalry,” but the blazonry of their shields 
signalized a pillager’s progress, the deplorable stages of which can be 
followed in Froissart. “Thus the Englishmen were lords of the town 
three days and won great riches, the which they sent by barks and barges 
to St. Saviour, where all their navy lay . . . clothes, jewels, vessels of gold 
and silver, and of other riches. . . . Louviers was the chief town of all 
Normandy of drapery, riches, and full of merchandise. The Englishmen 
soon entered therein, for as then it was not closed; it was overrun, spoiled, 
and robbed without mercy: there was won great riches. . . . All England 
was filled with the spoils of France, so that there was no woman who 
did not wear some ornament, or hold in her hand some fine linen or 
some goblet, part of the booty sent back from Caen or Calais.” It is 
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curious to note, so early in her history, that the main characteristics of 
England’s policy are already discernible, imposed upon her by her situa- 
tion as well as by the nature of her people. Firstly, we find England in 
need of mastery of the sea, without which she can neither pursue 
her trade, nor send troops to the Continent, nor keep in touch with those 
already sent. From the earliest days of this war the sailors from the 
Cinque Ports had the upper hand, and they were victorious at the 
battle of Sluys. So long as England kept her naval superiority, she was 
easily victorious; but later, when Edward III neglected his fleet, French 
and Spaniards united, and England’s maritime inferiority marked the 
beginning of her failure. Secondly, we see England able to send abroad 
only comparatively small armies, and seeking to form Continental leagues 
against her adversaries, backed by her money. Thus, at the start of the 
Hundred Years’ War, the English king tried to unite against France not 
only with the Flemings, but also with the Emperor, “sparing to this end 
neither gold nor silver, and giving great jewels to the lords and ladies 
and damsels.” 

Failing to form this coalition, Edward was about to make the move of 
attacking in Guyenne, when Sir Geoffrey of Harcourt pointed out that 
Normandy lay undefended. Hence, in 1346, came the landing at La 
Hogue, with a thousand ships, 4,000 knights, and 10,000 English and 
Welsh bowmen. It was a heartrending sight, this passage of an army 
through that rich province where no war had been seen for several gen- 
erations, and whose inhabitants had lost the art of defense. The sole plan 
of the English king at this juncture was to lay waste northern France as 
widely as possible and withdraw through Flanders before the King of 
France had mustered an army. But beyond Rouen Edward found all the 
bridges on the Seine destroyed, and he could cross only at Poissy. This 
gave Philip time to summon his vassals, and he awaited the English in a 
position between the Somme and the sea. At that moment the invaders 
felt themselves lost. But their victories at Crecy (1346), and later at 
Poitiers (1356), astounded them, and filled them with boundless pride. 
In 1347, too, they seized Calais, which gave them control over the Chan- 
nel, and they kept the town for two hundred years, after expelling nearly 
all the inhabitants and replacing them with English. 

Why were the English consistently victorious in these campaigns? The 
history of warfare is that of a long struggle between onslaught and projec- 
tile. Onslaught may be in the form of a cavalry charge, an infantry at- 
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tack, or an attack by armored cars. The projectile may be a stone from a 
sling, an arrow, a cannon-ball, a bullet, a shell, a torpedo. The success of 
the feudal regime had been sanctioned by the predominance of horsemen 
cased in steel as shock troops. Feudalism was to collapse before the royal 
artilleries (''ultima ratio regum," the last argument of kings), and before 
two forms of popular infantry — the English bowmen and the Swiss 
pikesmen and halberdiers. It was not until the end of the thirteenth 
century that the bowmen took an important place in the English armies. 
The short bow of the Saxon peasants had a short range, and its arrows 
had insufficient power of penetration to stop a cavalry charge. The cross- 
bow, introduced to England as to France by foreign mercenaries, seemed 
so dangerous a weapon in the twelfth century that the Church had called, 
without success, for its suppression. But the cross-bow was slow to reload. 
Between two shots a horseman could reach the line. On the other hand, 
the long bow which Edward I had discovered during his Welsh cam- 
paigns quickly shot a projectile which carried a hundred and sixty 
yards, and could pin to the saddle the thigh of a horseman wearing coat 
of mail. Edward I was an excellent army commander, and on the battle- 
field had been able skillfully to group light cavalry along with bowmen 
of the Welsh type. By an Assize of Arms he had made the use of the long 
bow compulsory on all small landowners. Tennis, bowls, skittles, and 
other games were made illegal, so that practice with the long bow should 
become the only pastime of able-bodied subjects. Any proprietor with 
revenue from his land of forty shillings had to own his bow and arrows, 
and fathers had to teach archery to their children. So it was fairly easy, 
when the king needed bowmen for his campaigns in France, to recruit 
them, either from volunteers or by requiring a certain number from each 
county. The victories of Edward III were due to superiority in armament. 

It is erroneous to picture the King of France, at the outset of this war, 
as more “feudal” than his adversary. No sovereign could have been more 
feudal than Edward III, who rejoiced in all the stagecraft of chivalry, 
was punctilious in courtesy, sighed for fair ladies, vowed to create the 
Round Table anew, and to this end built the great round tower of 
Windsor Castle and founded the Order of the Garter, consisting of two 
groups of twelve knights, one commanded by the King himself, the 
other by his son, the Black Prince. But for all his relish in the game of 
chivalry, which was like that of his grandfather, Edward III was a realist 
sovereign. He chose as his motto, “It is as it is.” He proved a good ad- 
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ministrator, although not all the credit was his, because he had inherited 
a powerful monarchy. His taxes came in freely, especially when the wag- 
ing of a popular war was in the forefront. Even the peasantry in England 
had hated the French for three centuries past, because of ancestral memo- 
ries rooted in the Conquest and the long domination of a foreign nobility 
and a foreign tongue. In France, on the contrary, hatred of England in 
the countryside was not engendered until this war. The King of France 
could not at first count upon his people against the invader. The villager 
was indifferent. The King could not fall back on borrowing from rich 
merchants, nor on confiscating wool. Many of the provincial Estates 
refused to vote the taxes, and when they did so the taxpayers showed 
marked resistance. This opposition to taxation delivered the kingdom into 
English hands. Lacking money, the King of France could not muster 
troops. Whether he wished it or not, he had to be content with the feudal 
cavalry, already out-of-date and contemptuous of infantry. Even after 
Cr&y the French nobles refused to admit the idea of a villeins’ victory. 
As a charge on horseback was no longer admissible, they tried at Poitiers 
themselves to charge on foot; but this attack, for all its bravery, was 
shattered on the lines of the bowmen. 

After the battle of Poitiers in 1356, when the King of France, John the 
Good, was made prisoner by the Black Prince, the eldest son of Edward 
III, the lesson was at last learned. The French army refused to fight in 
the open, and shut itself up inside strongholds. It could then smile at an 
adversary not armed for siege warfare. The peasants began to weary of 
the invasion. They harried the English, and did not hold captured lords 
to ransom, as professional soldiers did, but killed them if the opportunity 
arose. The English army wandered hither and thither, powerless to show 
fight, and the long-drawn campaign caused grumbling. At last, in 1361, 
the King of England made peace at Bretigny, and after asking for the 
whole realm of France, was content with Aquitaine, the county of Pon- 
thieu, and Calais. It was a bad peace, as it did not solve the only grave 
question, which concerned the sovereignty of the English over provinces 
no longer wishing to be English. In Perigord and Armagnac there were 
murmurs, justifiable enough, that the King of France had no right to 
hand over his vassals. The notables of La Rochelle said, “We submit to 
the English with our lips — with our hearts, never!” This resistance held 
the seeds of future wars, and foreshadowed the final liberation of France. 
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The Blac\ Death and Its Consequences 


The start of the Hundred Years’ War was a time of seeming prosperity 
for England. Purveyors, armorers, and shipbuilders made fortunes. Sol- 
diers and their families were enriched by the pillage of Normandy. The 
king’s need of money enabled towns and individuals to buy privileges 
cheap. For a century past the lot of the villein had been rapidly changing. 
The system of dues payable by labor had been burdensome to the peasant, 
preventing him from tilling his own land. But it was no longer easy for 
the lord’s bailiff, who had to superintend the work of intermittent and 
irresponsible laborers. In the thirteenth century two new methods made 
their appearance: either the villein himself paid a subsitute, who did the 
ordained work for him on the land of the domain, or he paid his lord 
a sum of money with which the bailiff hired agricultural workers. It was 
almost the “farming” system of later centuries, except that the peasant’s 
payment represented, not the rent of a piece of land, but the buying-out 
of an old servitude. 

The real farmer soon appeared. Certain lords, instead of exploiting a 
portion of land and intrusting the management to a more or less honest 
steward, who feathered his own nest at their expense, found it simpler to 
divide up the domain and rent out the land. The peasant, for his part, 
found it advantageous to cultivate one continuous piece of inclosed land, 
rather than the scattered strips hitherto allotted to him in the common 
fields. The rent paid was called in Latin the a firm sum, whence 

the words “farm” and “farmer.” Thereupon two classes soon developed in 
English rural life: one, the farmers, almost landowners, free on the land 
they rented, halfway between the knight and the villein; the other, the 
agricultural laborers, who had freed themselves from serfage, either by 

[147] 




The Miracle of England 

purchase, or by taking sanctuary for a year and a day in a town protected 
by a charter. For a long time yet attempts were to be made by lords and 
Parliament to fasten the laborer to the soil; but they failed. The truth 
was that, in the long run, the lord got better value from a money rent 
than from services. The battle of Crccy was followed by a scourge which 
depopulated England and made the restoration of serfage less possible 
than ever. 

What exactly these epidemic plagues were which so long ravaged the 
world is unknown. The name may have covered widely different maladies, 
from cholera and bubonic plague to a virulent influenza. Hygiene was 
poor, contagion swift, terror universal. The plague of the fourteenth 
century was called the Black Death because the body of the victim 
became covered with black patches. Coming from Asia, it attacked the 
island of Cyprus about 1347. In January, 1348, it was raging in Avignon, 
and by August was moving from the coast of Dorset into Devon and 
Somerset. The mortality, though exaggerated by terrified recorders, was 
enormous. There were villages where the living were too few to bury 
the dead, and the dying dug their own graves; fields lay waste and the 
unherded sheep wandered over the countryside. Probably one-third of 
the population of Europe perished, and about twenty-five million human 
beings. In England the pestilence was particularly long drawn out. 
Checked in 1349, it fastened its grip again in the following year and 
reduced the population of the kingdom to about two and a half million. 

Such rapid depopulation was bound to have profound economic con- 
sequences. The peasantry found themselves suddenly richer, the com- 
munal fields being shared amongst fewer numbers. Scarcity of labor made 
workmen grasping and recalcitrant. The landlords, unable to find laborers 
to work their land, tried hard to let it off for rent. The number of inde- 
pendent farmers increased, and in the confusion of the landlords they 
obtained advantageous leases. Some barons granted exemption from rent 
through fear of seeing their farmers abandon them, and others sold for a 
song land which became the property of the peasants. Many gave up agri- 
culture and turned to sheep-breeding. This change seemed unimportant, 
but it was the first remote cause of the birth of the British Empire, because 
the growth of the wool trade, the need for outlets for this trade, and the 
need for preserving the mastery of the seas, were all in time to trans- 
form an insular policy into an imperial and naval policy. 
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Lords and Parliament strove vainly during the fourteenth century to 
combat the natural workings of the economic mechanism by rules and 
regulations. A Statute of Laborers was passed in 1349, obliging all men 
under sixty to agree to work on the land at the wages paid before 1347 
(pre-plague rates of pay). Only merchants and those who were reputed 
to live by some handicraft were exempted. A lord had the first call on his 
former serfs, and could send recusants to prison. Any lord paying more 
than the old wages was himself liable to fine. As compensation, foodstuffs 
had to be sold to laborers at reasonable prices. The fate of this law was 
that of all which seek arbitrarily to fix wages and prices — ^it was never 
properly observed. The Statute of Laborers remained on the statute-book 
until the reign of Elizabeth; for two centuries every Parliament com- 
plained of its violation; employers and employed resolutely dodged its 
provisions. The charter-rooms of old houses show how the bailiff, after 
entering the wages paid for harvesting and threshing, would obliterate 
the entry and substitute a lower figure. The first is doubtless the real 
figure, the second intended to conform with the law. Or a landlord 
would say to a peasant: “Your wage will be that of 1347, as any better 
terms would get us into trouble; but you may graze your sheep on the 
domain for nothing.” Another would grant other advantages, and this 
competition caused a general rise. Throughout the country, a few years 
after the pestilence, agricultural wages rose by 50 per cent for men and 
100 per cent for women. In 1332 land brought its owner 20 per cent of its 
capital value; in 1350, the return was only 4 or 5 per cent. 

The plague which ruined the landlord enriched the small farmer. Not 
only could he buy or lease land cheaply, but, whereas the lord paid dearer 
for labor, the farmer with a working family was unaffected by the rise 
of wages. He could sell his vegetables and corn at market or fair below 
the prices of the domain, and still make an honest profit. The day laborer 
too was better off than formerly; if a strict landlord tried to enforce the 
Statute of Laborers, he fled into the woods, and headed for another county 
where the demand for workers was too great for awkward questions to 
be asked of a willing stranger. Thus, whilst the bowman was becoming 
the indispensable auxiliary of the knight on the battlefield, the peasant 
in the cornfield was becoming a factor to be reckoned with. Many com- 
plaints were in the air. “The world goeth fast from bad to worse,’* wrote 
John Gower about 1385, “when shepherd and cowherd for their part 
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demand more for their labor than the master-bailiff was wont to take in 
days gone by. . . . Laborers of old were not wont to eat of wheaten 
bread; their meat was of beans or coarser corn, and their drink of water 
alone. Cheese and milk were a feast to them . . . then was the world 
ordered aright for folk of this sort. . . . Three things, all of the same 
sort, arc merciless when they get the upper hand; a watcr-jSood, a wasting 
fire, and the common multitude of small folk. . . . Ha! age of ours, 
whither turnest thou? for the poor and small folk, who should cleave to 
their labor, demand to be better fed than their masters.*’ These arc sempi- 
ternal plaints, and forever vain. For better or worse the feudal system, 
sapped on every side, was tottering. The microbe of the Black Death, in 
the space of a few years, had brought to pass an emancipation which 
the boldest spirits of the twelfth century could not have conceived. 

But before it vanished, the feudal nobility for a century longer was to 
be incarnate in certain formidable figures. While the ordinary landlord 
was growing poorer and thereby weaker, a few of the greater barons 
became virtually petty princes. Intermarriage made them a close caste, 
linked with the royal family. The kings of England then began to ac- 
cumulate for their sons, by appanage and marriage, very extensive do- 
mains. The Black Prince married the daughter of the Earl of Kent; 
Lionel, another son of Edward III, became Earl of Ulster; another, John 
of Gaunt, married the heiress of the premier ducal house of Lancaster 
and owned ten fortified castles, the most famous of which was Kenil- 
worth, seized from the family of Montfort. The Earl of March likewise 
had fully ten strongholds, and the Earls of Warwick and Stafford two 
or three apiece. Lord Percy, Earl of Northumberland, held the northern 
borders for the King, but also for himself. These great lords all main- 
tained their own companies of soldiery, no longer as vassals, but as mer- 
cenaries whose services they hired to the King for his wars in France. 
In the intervals of these campaigns these restless veterans would pillage 
farms, steal the horses, and rape the women, and even seize manors. 
Parliament vainly ordered the magistrates to disarm them. But it needed 
a very bold sheriff to do that to these brigands, especially as the sheriffdom 
was a weakened office. The fourteenth-century sheriff was no longer a 
great lord, but more often a petty knight appointed against his own will, 
in a hurry to complete his year’s term and hand over the duties to 
another. Gradually he was supplanted by a justice of the peace, a knight 
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of the lesser nobility, an amateur magistrate who later came to play a 
great and admirable part in the national history. But at the end of the 
fourteenth century the justice of the peace was hardly in being, the sherifiE 
was losing his grip, and the noble bandits, “proud children of Lucifer,** 
were making their houses dens of thieves and harassing the poor round 
about them. 



Chapter VI 


The First Capitalists 


War and pestilence were bursting asunder the feudal framework; but 
that of guild and corporation was likewise becoming too constricted. 
Until the fourteenth century wool, the country’s chief product, had been 
shipped to Flanders for cloth-making. A few crude cloths were manu- 
factured in England for common use, but the finer secrets of the craft 
were confined to the weavers of Bruges and Ghent. Then a chance turned 
up of transferring this industry to England. The Flemish burghers quar- 
reled with their overlord. The King of France supported him, and many 
of the craftsmen of Flanders, in defeat, had to leave their own country. 
Crossing to England, they brought with them their traditions and manu- 
facturing processes. Edward III sought to shelter this budding industry; 
in 1337 he forbade both the importation of foreign cloth and the export 
of wool. This brought ruin to Flanders, as it was impossible to procure 
large quantities of wool except from England. When war with France 
began, Edward could not maintain the embargo in its full rigor, because 
he had political reasons for placating his Flemish allies, but he im- 
posed a protective tariff. The duties payable for export were only 2 per 
cent on woven materials, but rose to 33 per cent on wool. This put a 
premium upon fraud. Some merchants slipped through the law by ex- 
porting unshorn sheep, but this traffic was forbidden by Parliament. 
Edward Ill’s project succeeded, and cloth-weaving became England’s 
leading industry. 

The coming of the Flemish weavers furthered the establishment in 
England of real capitalist enterprises, notwithstanding the guilds. The 
textile industry, of course, is a highly complex one, and the number of 
processes necessary to produce the finished article from the crude wool is 
high. The wool had to be picked, carded, spun, woven, and dyed; the 
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fabric had to be scoured, fulled, napped, cropped, burled, and finally 
given luster by pressing. Mediaeval ideas required that each of these stages 
should be carried out by a separate corporation, so that a very complex 
process of selling and buying had to take place alongside the process of 
production. To carry out one order, the agreement of fifteen corpora- 
tions might have to be obtained. It was tempting for a fuller or a mer- 
chant-draper to buy wool, to spin and weave it as he chose, and super- 
vise all the operations until it was finally sold. But such concentration 
of work offended all the guild principles. To escape these trammels, 
contractors soon began to establish themselves in country districts (much 
in the same way that, in the twentieth century, certain industries are seen 
moving away from towns so as to be free of certain trade-union regula- 
tions). This new type of employer, buying the raw material and selling 
the finished product, was soon building his manufactory. In the four- 
teenth century there were two manufacturers at Barnstaple, each paying 
tax on an output of a thousand rolls a year. Under Henry VIII, Jack of 
Newbury came to have a couple of hundred crafts carried on in one 
building, with six hundred workmen in his employ. 

The day was coming when large-scale commerce proved more tempt- 
ing to the adventurous young Englishman than the wars of chivalry. 
Within the fences of a thirteenth-century corporation the future of a 
master-craftsman was assured but circumscribed. His prices for buying 
and selling were controlled, and he could not make a fortune quickly. 
The great merchants at the close of the Middle Ages no longer submitted 
to these over-prudent rules. Their astonishing lives impressed the popular 
imagination, and they supplanted the knight-errant in ballads. Sir Richard 
Whittington, thrice Lord Mayor of London, became a hero of legend and 
song, Dick, the poor orphan boy employed in a rich merchant’s kitchen 
whose cat made him fabulously rich. Actually, the real Whittington was 
a wealthy merchant who lent money to the King, and amply repaid 
himself by handling customs duties. 

William Canynges, a Bristol cloth-merchant, is another example of 
these new capitalists carrying on business all over the known world. 
The King of England himself wrote to the grand-master of the teutonic 
knights and to the King of Denmark, recommending to their protection 
his faithful subject William Canynges. At Bristol he entertained Edward 
IV in his house. Eight hundred sailors were in his employ, and he hired 
a hundred carpenters and masons at his own expense to build a church 
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which he presented to his native town. In old age he entered a religious 
Order and died as dean of the College of Westbury. Gradually these 
great English merchants supplanted the Hanseatic League in European 
commerce. The Lombard and Florentine bankers, who had replaced the 
Jews, had themselves to give way to English bankers. The Bardi of 
Florence had ruined themselves in the service of Edward III, who bor- 
rowed heavily from them for his French wars and refused point-blank 
to repay them on the due date, so that the Hundred Years’ War im- 
poverished many Florentine families. Neutrals were already discovering 
how dangerous and fruitless it is to lend money to belligerents. 

Influenced by this trend, the wealthier guilds assumed a new shape. 
Equality foundered. Luxury in dress and festivity became such that only 
the richest could live up to it. The Vintners Company of London once 
entertained live kings at one banquet. Craftsmen who might formerly 
have aspired to mastery found themselves pushed aside. They tried in 
self-defense to set up workers’ guilds, which were to boycott bad masters, 
and two distinct classes tended to take form. And at this time also came 
a series of financial scandals. The merchants of the twelfth century had 
certainly not been above reproach, and the pillory had held more than 
one; but their frauds were small because business was simple and easy 
to control. With large-scale capitalism came the inevitable collusion be- 
tween wealth and political power. During the old age of Edward III, his 
fourth son, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, was surrounded by un- 
scrupulous financiers. Richard Lyon, a wealthy London merchant, was 
through him introduced to the Privy Council, and became the head 
of a real “gang.” When all English wool had to pass through the “staple 
port,” which at that time was Calais, and be cleared through the cus- 
toms, Richard Lyon contrived to ship his bales to other ports where no 
duty was paid. He thus made a vast fortune. With Lord Latimer, the 
Duke of Lancaster’s close friend, he “cornered” certain forms of mer- 
chandise arriving in England and fixed prices to suit himself, making 
some foodstuffs so scarce that the poor could hardly live. Such behavior 
was in total opposition to the mediaeval spirit, which had believed in 
fixed prices with moderate profits, and viewed as criminal any agreement 
tending to raise the price of foodstuffs. But this spirit was dying; the 
King was now in the grip of merchants; they were entering his Parlia- 
ments and becoming the sole replenishers of his Exchequer, and hence- 
forth it would be for them that England’s foreign policy was shaped. 



Chapter VII 


Disorders in the Church. Superstition and Heresy. Wycli^e 
and His Followers 


It was the Roman Church which civilized England after the invasions. 
It taught the strong a little moderation, and the rich a little charity, and 
then was itself vitiated by strength and riches. Saintly men had more 
than once tried to reform the Church and lead it back to the virtues of 
its founders. But reform was always followed by relapse. The monks of 
Citeaux, like those of Cluny, and the mendicant friars like the monks, had 
succumbed to the temptations of the time. And now, at the close of the 
fourteenth century, when a whole world, once great, was in disintegration, 
the Church seemed to be one of the most stricken organs of the body 
politic. In England it was still producing a few great men, but they 
were administrators rather than priests. A bishop who owned thirty or 
forty manors was adept at checking the accounts of his stewards, and at 
serving the King at the head of the Chancellory or Exchequer, With souls 
he was hardly now concerned. John Langland, the great poet of this 
period, whose fervent faith made him the more biting in his criticism of 
Mother Church, deplored the swarm of bishops in partibus then in Eng- 
land, nominal prelates of Nineveh or Babylon, who never visited their 
dioceses and lined their own pockets by consecrating altars, or hearing 
confessions which ought to have been made to the parish clergy. Amongst 
the better clerks, a few uneasy consciences felt that the Church was mov- 
ing away from the doctrines of early Christianity, that a priest’s duty was 
to imitate evangelic poverty, and that even if he had to render unto 
Caesar the things that were Caesar’s, this was no reason for forgetting that 
God is above Caesar. In fact, two conceptions of the Church were in oppo- 
sition — that of Gregory VII and that of St. Francis of Assisi, an evan- 
gelical Church and a Caesarean clergy. 
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In England at this time the parish priests were as poverty-stricken as 
the bishops and monks were rich. In principle the priests had to live on 
their tithe and raise from that both alms and the upkeep charges of their 
churches. But a custom had grown up amongst lords holding a living 
of “appropriating” its revenue, that is to say allotting it to a bishop or an 
abbey, with the result that the vicar received only a minute sum. After 
the Black Death it became impossible to find priests for the poorest 
parishes. A statute analogous to the Statute of Laborers sought to avoid 
competition by forbidding the payment of more than ^6 per annum; 
it was not observed, and they obtained sometimes as much as ;fi 2 yearly, 
but their poverty was still extreme. Furthermore, many of them were 
ignorant men, more interested in coursing hares in a neighbor’s field than 
in the edification of their flocks. Some let their rectories to farmers and 
did not even live in the parish. Their meager perquisites were taken from 
them by the mendicant Orders, whose friars traversed the countryside 
charged with the duty of saying Masses in the convents. Chaucer drew 
a cruel picture of the friar going from village to village, entering every 
house, familiar with every housewife on his round, asking meal, cheese, 
beef, or “any other thing as we have not the right to choose,” and then, 
for remembrance in his prayers, noting the name of his benefactress in 
his ivory tablets, cheerfully effacing all the names when he left the vil- 
lage. And it was not only the friar who thus competed with the priest; 
the country was also overrun with “pardoners,” who came from Rome 
bearing a letter sealed with the pontifical seal, entitling them to grant 
remission of sins and indulgences to those who bought relics. Chaucer, 
whose anger was always roused by false religion, describes the pardoner 
preaching a sermon on the text that greed is the root of all evils — radix 
malofum cupiditas — ^and then selling to the villagers permission to kiss a 
morsel of crystal containing a bone and some scraps of cloth. 

It was also the mixture of greed and religion which angered Chaucer 
and Langland in their pictures of the ecclesiastical courts. An archdeacon 
was at this time entitled to summon before the court any person in the 
diocese guilty of a moral dclinquity, and of adultery in particular. The 
abuses of such a power may be imagined. Sometimes the tribunal was 
so venal that the most regular sinners of the diocese had only to pay an 
annual subscription to avoid being troubled I sometimes the archdeacon 
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himself was honest, but his “summoner,” excellently informed regarding 
the vices of his neighbors, practiced a regular blackmail on the faithful 
by threatening to cite them unless his silence were purchased. To start 
with, these courts had been used to condemning the guilty to penitence 
or pilgrimages. “Penitence was salutary for the penitent and the pil- 
grimage was a great social force.” On the road to Canterbury the knight, 
the merchant, the weaver, the nun, and the doctor all met, conversing fra- 
ternally, and by their contact molding the English tongue and the English 
soul. It was likewise the pilgrimage which revealed foreign lands to many 
Englishmen. In Chaucer we find that the Wife of Bath had been to 
Jerusalem and Rome, to St. James of Campostella and Cologne, and she 
had countless tales to tell of her travels. But it had become usual to 
redeem penitences and pilgrimages by a money fine. The skeptical 
Chaucer, the pious Langland, and the theological Wycliffe arc agreed in 
condemning these scandalous sales of pardons. The monarchy itself was 
hostile towards the Church tribunals, which were always suspect of 
being in collusion with Rome. In 1353 Edward III proclaimed the famous 
Statute of Prsemunire, which made it treasonable for an English subject 
to seek or accept a foreign jurisdiction. 

John Wycliffe (r. 1320-1384), a bold spirit, a reformer long in advance 
of the Reformation, teacher of the Bohemian Hussites, a Puritan before 
the word was thought of, had started his career as an adherent of the 
“Caesarean” Church. In Crown employment he had been sent as am- 
bassador to Bruges, and then became one of the most famous theologians 
in the University of Oxford. Startled by the immorality of the times, he 
reached the conclusion that the Church’s virtues could only be recovered 
if her wealth were removed and her primitive poverty restored. His ideas 
became bolder. In his book, De Dominio Divino, he expounded the view 
that God is the sovereign of the universe, and grants power in fief to the 
temporal heads. His power is thus delegated to fallible beings, be they 
Popes or kings; to all of these the Christian owes obedience. “On earth 
God owes obedience to the devil.” But every individual Christian holds 
from God Himself a fraction of dominium^ and to the tribunal of God 
he must make direct appeal if God’s vicegerents on earth do him a 
wrong. Man can be saved, not by ceremonies, indulgences, penitences, 
but by his merits, that is to say by his works. Wycliffe quoted approv- 
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ingly a text of St. Augustine: “Whensoever the song delights me more 
than what is sung, I recognize that I commit a grave wrong.’* The ser- 
mon, in his view, was the essential part of any divine service; it was by 
serious preaching (not by the mere diversion of the sermons presented 
by the friars) that the faithful could be brought to repentance and the 
Christian life. 

Up to this point Wyclifle had been simply a rather bold teacher, tol- 
erated by the Church because he was supported by the Duke of Lancaster 
and the University of Oxford. He became indisputably a heretic when 
he denied transubstantiation, the dogma of the Real Presence. This was 
an attack on the miracle of the Mass, and a doctrine which the Pope 
could not admit without imperiling the whole edifice of the Church. 
Wycliffe was condemned, and repudiated the Papal authority, teaching in 
his later years that the Bible is the sole source of the Christian verities. 
To spread the Scriptures more widely, he had the Bible translated into 
English, to replace the Latin and French versions which were not under- 
stood by the common people. He then formed a group of disciples, who 
were to live as humbly as the first Franciscan friars. Wycliffe’s “poor 
priests” were at first men from the university resolved to devote their 
lives to the salvation of the Church; later on this hard life seemed too 
exacting for young men of wealth and education. Wycliffe did not allow 
them to own any money, nor could they carry, as the friars did, a bag 
in which to put gifts — they could accept only food, and that only when 
they needed it. Wearing long robes of undressed wool, tramping bare- 
foot, they went from village to village tirelessly preaching the doctrines 
of Wyclilfe. Soon they were recruited only from amongst the poor. It is 
easy to imagine the force exerted in the countryside by ardent young men 
preaching poverty and equality. It was the time when the peasants, in 
the taverns, began to discuss Holy Writ. In this newly-revealed Bible they 
found the picture of a paradisal, ancestral garden, with neither nobles nor 
villeins : 


When Adam delved and Eve span. 

Who was then the gentleman? 

And after the Black Death this seed fell upon fruitful ground. 

Nothing makes it easier to gauge the difference between the severity of 
the Church towards heretics after the fifteenth century, and its relative 
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tolerance in the days when it was still sure of its strength, than the fact 
that Wycliffe, although condemned as heretical in 1382, remained until 
his death in 1384 Rector of Lutterworth, and was not personally dis- 
turbed. Archbishop Courtenay even had difficulty in preventing the 
Wycliffites from continuing their teaching at Oxford. Proud of its tra- 
ditional independence and strong in the support of its students, the uni- 
versity stood out. Its masters inclined to regard themselves as professors 
rather than ecclesiastics. The university, indeed, was not an instrument 
used by the Church to impose a certain doctrine on the national spirit, 
as it subsequently became; nor was it, as in Stuart times, a body of offi- 
cials in Crown service. Secular and clerical influences were at war there, 
and the former, friendly to Wycliffe, were the dominant force. To make 
them yield, the King himself had to summon the chancellor and threaten 
to deprive the university of its privileges. The Wycliffites thereupon sub- 
mitted, and for a long time Oxford ceased to be a center of free thought. 

In the country at large the “poor priests,” the Lollards (or mumblers), 
as the orthodox Catholics styled them, proved to be more stanch disciples 
of Wycliffe than the Oxford masters. They were favorably received, and 
shielded from the bishops, not only by the common people, but by many 
knights who were annoyed by the wealth of the Church. The bishops, 
indeed, had difficulty in obtaining the support of the sheriffs and of civil 
justice against the heresy. When the King promised this support, the 
Commons at first protested. They yielded when the ruling classes began 
to think that Lollardry was a social danger, threatening property as well 
as orthodoxy. In 1401 the statute De heretico comburendo was passed, 
confirming the Church’s right to have heretics burnt by the common 
hangman. Persecutions began, the victims at first being chiefly poor people, 
tailors, and tanners, whose crime was sometimes the denial of the Eu- 
charist, sometimes the mustering of friends by night to read the Gospels 
in English, sometimes refusal to observe such ecclesiastical ordinances as 
were not in the Scriptures. Through these testimonies we catch glimpses 
of a fervent spiritual life, of secret arguments on the mysteries of the 
faith among merchants, their wives, and their servants, and sometimes 
of the Lollardry of a gentleman. Threats of torture caused many to re- 
tract. Others stood fast. In 1410 one extraordinary scene was witnessed: a 
hapless workman, condemned to the stake, found not only fagots, but 
the heir to the throne at Smithfield Market, where these executions took 
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place. The young Prince Henry, later to be Henry V, argued long and 
seriously with the tailor Badby, promising him life and money for a 
recantation. But in vain. Twice the fagots were lighted, and then the 
prince left the victim to his fate. There, already, was the spirit of St. 
Joan’s judges, a heartfelt desire to save the heretic from himself, and a 
pitiless antagonism to the heresy. 
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Chapter VIII 


The Peasant Revolt 


A LONG series of victories on land and sea marked the opening of Ed- 
ward Ill’s reign, and his personal courage, with that of his eldest son, 
the Black Prince, had made them national heroes. Fifteen years after the 
Treaty of Bretigny, humiliation and discontent were rife in the land. 
The old King was going to pieces in the arms of the fair Alice Perrcrs, 
one of his Queen’s women of the bedchamber, on whom he lavished 
crown jewels. The Black Prince was striken with illness, and after pro- 
longed struggles had been forced to leave his post in Aquitaine, borne on 
a litter, slowly dying. The King’s fourth son, John of Gaunt, the for- 
midable Duke of Lancaster, had joined hands with Alice Perrcrs and was 
ruling the country with the support of a band of double-dealers. Nearly 
all conquests were lost again. France had found a great king in Charles 
V, who had refashioned a navy, and whose generals, men like Du 
Guesclin and Clisson, realized that in this war the only way to success 
was never to give battle except when sure of victory. They accordingly 
allowed the English to march to and fro in the land, burning towns 
and massacring unarmed peasants. *The storm will pass,” said Charles 
V ; and indeed it became clearer that the English successes at Crecy and 
Poitiers did not represent the true measure of strength between the two 
countries. The winning and holding of a Continental empire was beyond 
England’s strength, for she “was not strong enough in men or money 
to occupy permanently the first place in Europe.” Finally, and most im- 
portant, England no longer held that mastery of the sea which made her 
invulnerable so long as it was hers. The clumsiness of the Black Prince, 
a better soldier than diplomat, had brought together the King of Castile 
and the King of France. Their fleets controlled the Gulf of Gascony and 
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the Channel. Not only was an English fleet destroyed at La Rochelle, 
but French vessels sailed scatheless up the Thames and French flotillas 
sacked the coastal towns and burned the fishing-villages. England’s sole 
defensive measure was the summoning of the coastal population to arms 
by beacons kindled on the hilltops — a method which gave the invaders 
ample time to land, act, and take to flight. 

In the general confusion and dismay only one body showed courage — 
the House of Commons. The division of Parliament into two Houses was 
now an established practice. The cavalcades of country gentlemen coming 
to London for the session became a familiar sight to the City burgesses. 
The House of Commons contained regularly two hundred burgesses, 
representing a hundred boroughs, and seventy-four knights, representing 
thirty-seven counties. The latter, though fewer, were dominant and deci- 
sive, because they represented a real force. It was they who, in the so-called 
“Good Parliament” of 1376, boldly called Lancaster and his faction to 
account, insisted on the dismissal of Alice Perrers, and invited the King 
to insure the maritime defense of the country. Perhaps they would have 
been less bold if they had not felt behind them the people of London, 
who were violently hostile to the Duke, or had they not bolstered up their 
own courage by deliberations with certain lords whom they believed to 
be on their side. They obtained some promises, as regards replenishing 
the Exchequer. But once the session was over, the member of Parliament 
became a plain knight again. The Duke cast the Speaker into prison; 
Alice Perrers, who had sworn to see the King no more, returned to his 
side; the bishops, who had sworn to excommunicate this woman, did 
not raise a finger. When Edward III died in 1377, all the work of the 
Good Parliament had been undone. The King passed away unmourned : 
a pitiable old age had effaced the exploits of his youth. The King of 
France, however, wishing to honor a great adversary, had a Mass cele- 
brated in the Sainte-Chapelle for the repose of Edward’s soul. 

As the Black Prince had died before his father, the lawful heir was 
Edward’s grandson, Richard II, called Richard of Bordeaux: a handsome, 
intelligent lad, who could not reign in person for some years yet. His 
dangerous uncles, the Dukes of Clarence and Lancaster, were to become 
his counselors, perhaps his rivals. Standing beside the body of his grand- 
father, he showed his dignity when he induced the envoys of the City of 
London and his uncle, John of Gaunt, to exchange a kiss of peace. From 
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the first years of his reign (1377) Richard II had opportunities of showing 
a surprising courage and presence of mind; within four years came a 
rising which might well have turned into revolution. Ever since the 
Black Death, a latent agitation had been hatching in the rural districts. 
Not that the peasants were more wretched than before: on the contrary, 
for a full decade wages had risen while prices sank. But men had ceased 
to believe in the system which held them as serfs. They had seen the 
shame of the old King, their lords defeated in France, the raids of French 
flotillas. The Wyclifiites had preached to them of the scandalous riches 
of the abbots. A poem in the vernacular, Langland’s Piers Plowman^ had 
become known all up and down the land. Langland was no revolution- 
ary; he was devout and an admirer of monastic life. But he depicted the 
people’s lot with such somber realism and the luxury of the great with 
such scornful hostility, that thousands of men like Piers Plowman were 
stirred as they heard his lines. The villages in 1381 saw numerous secret 
meetings, and there were mysterious messages circulated from county to 
county, through the lay and clerical agitators who preached the reform of 
the Church and the revolt of the peasants. Bitterness was heightened by 
the Statute of Laborers. Daily in one manor or another the peasants came 
into conflict with a lord or his bailiff, who tried to force them to do har- 
vesting for two or three pence a day. The penalties provided against the 
recalcitrant by this absurd law drove from their fields men who had 
hitherto been peaceable laborers and now became vagabonds, wandering 
in the woods, demoralized by their uprooting. “The fugitive serf was as 
common in England in the fourteenth century as the escaped slave in 
America in the nineteenth; in both cases an increasing recalcitrance was 
symptomatic of a whole class being determined on its liberation.” 

Froissant preserves for us the speech of the best known of these agitators 
of 1381, the chaplain John Ball: “This priest used oftentimes on the 
Sundays after Mass, when the people were going out of the minster, to go 
into the cloister and preach, and make the people to assemble about him, 
and would say thus: ‘Ah! ye good people, the matters goeth not well to 
pass in England, nor shall not do till everything be common, and that 
there be no villeins nor gentlemen, but that we may be all made one 
together, and that the lords be no greater masters than we be. What have 
we deserved, or why should we be kept thus in bondage? We be all come 
from one father and one mother, Adam and Eve: whereby can they 

[163] 



The Miracle of England 

say or shew that they be greater lords than we? saving by that which they 
cause us to win and labour, for that they spend; they are clothed in velvet 
and camlet furred with grise, and we be vestured with poor cloth; they 
have their wines, spices, and good bread, and we have the drawing out of 
the chaff, and drink water; they dwell in fair houses, and we have the 
pain and travail, rain and wind, in the fields, and by that that cometh 
of our labours they keep and maintain their estates. . . . Let us go to the 
King, he is young, and shew him what bondage we be in, and shew him 
how we will have it otherwise, or else we will provide us of some 
remedy. . . 

Thus was John Ball wont to speak on Sundays, after the village Masses, 
and many went off murmuring, “True words.” But the claims of the 
peasants were really less communistic than John Ball’s preaching. They 
asked only their personal freedom, and that a due of fourpence an acre 
should replace all forced labor. The immediate cause of the revolt was a 
tax which the Crown very clumsily sought to levy a second time because 
the first round of the collectors had not produced enough money. When 
the peasants saw the King’s men again, and when the latter tried to arrest 
defaulters, a whole village blazed with anger and chased them off. Then, 
alarmed by their own action, the peasants made off into the woods, which 
were peopled with numerous outlaws created by the foolish application 
of the Statute of Laborers. Here was a rebel army already recruited. From 
steeple to steeple ran the long-awaited signal: “John Ball greeteth you 
well all, and doth you to understand that he has rungen your bell.” In a 
few days Kent and Essex were ablaze. The rebels sacked houses, killed 
the Duke’s partisans and the lawyers. Their fixed idea was to destroy the 
written records of their servitude. In the manors which they seized they 
burned registers and deeds. The nobles, strangely powerless in organizing 
a stand, fled before them, and soon the outlaws and peasants were enter- 
ing the towns. It was the turn of the landlords to hide in the woods. The 
townspeople received the insurgents fairly well. At Canterbury the citi- 
zens and rustics joined hands in paying off some old scores and beheading 
certain much-hated men. Then the shapeless army marched on London. 
The young King was there, said by the rebel leaders to be sympathetic, of 
whom the worthy people knew nothing beyond that he was a boy and 
had to be protected against his uncle, John of Gaunt, the most hated lord 
of all. Along the footpaths they trudged, grouped by towns or villages, 
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bearing staves, rusty swords, axes, outmoded bows and fcatherless arrows. 
On the way they continued to destroy the houses of lawyers and the 
creatures of Lancaster, and they slew Simon, Archbishop of Canterbury 
and Lord Chancellor, who fell into their hands, and also the Grand Prior 
of St. John’s. One rebel set the two heads together and forced their dead 
lips into a kiss. 

The King and his followers took refuge in the Tower of London. The 
town itself would have been easy to defend; the bridge could have been 
opened in its middle. But one alderman sympathetic with the rebels let 
them enter, despite the determination of the mayor to stand fast for 
order. Instantly the streets were a scene of horror. The peasants had 
thrown open the jails, and, as always happens in revolutions, a swarm 
of rogues emerged from the shadows to pillage and kill. A block was set 
up in Cheapside and heads fell fast. A whole settlement of Flemings was 
needlessly slain, merely for being foreigners. John of Gaunt’s Palace of 
the Savoy was burned. Only the young King was spared by the populace. 
On the first day he had gone to harangue the crowd from a boat, with- 
out landing, and was acclaimed. Nobody knew why, but he was the idol 
of all these hapless men, and stood to gain by the fact. He arranged a 
meeting with the rebels at Mile End, in a field outside the town, and there 
made a feint of granting all their demands. Thirty clerks set about draw- 
ing up charters of liberation and sealing them with the royal seal. The 
peasants believed in parchments, and as each group received its charter 
it left the field in triumph and returned to London, bearing royal banners 
which had also been distributed. But Richard’s councilors had never 
intended to uphold the validity of concessions forced by pillage and 
murder. They were playing for time. And fresh crimes obliged them to 
take up the offensive rapidly. 

The rebels had entered the Tower during the King’s absence; the head 
of the Archbishop of Canterbury and that of the Treasurer were stuck on 
spikes over London Bridge. At any cost this sanguinary mob had to be 
kept at a distance. Many bands of peasants, satisfied by their charter, had 
left the town. A few thousands remained, doubtless the worst elements, 
anxious to continue the pillage. But from all sides knights and burgesses 
were arriving to rally round the King. A new meeting-place was fixed for 
the next day, the horse-market at Smithfield. The boy King rode into it 
on horseback, followed by the Lord Mayor and a full escort; at the other 
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end were the malcontents, armed with their bows. Their leader, Wat 
Tyler, on horseback, came up to the royal procession. The chroniclers 
differ as to what happened. The man was certainly insolent, and suddenly 
the Lord Mayor, who carried weapons under his robe, lost his temper 
and felled Tyler with a blow on the head. When he dropped the King’s 
men clustered round him, so that the bands at the other end of the open 
space should not see him. But they had seen already, and at once lined 
up for battle, stretching their bows, when the young King made an 
unexpected and heroic gesture which turned out well. Quite alone, he 
left his followers, saying: “Stay here: let no one follow me.” Then he 
crossed towards the rebels, saying to them : “I will be your captain. Come 
with me into the fields and you shall have all you ask.” The sight of 
the handsome lad coming over to them so confidently disarmed the in- 
surgents, who had neither chief nor plan. Richard placed himself at their 
head and led them out of the City. 

Murderers and robbers deserve little pity. But amongst those peasants 
of 1381 there were many worthy men who believed they were aiding a 
just cause; and it is with emotion that we watch the pathetic, trusting 
procession of these men as they followed the handsome young King who 
was leading them to a cruel end. For the repression was to be as bloody as 
the rising. When the peasants’ army was dismembered and the laborers 
back in their villages, the judges went from county to county, holding 
assizes of death. In London, on the block which they had themselves set 
up in Cheapside, during the days of butchery, the guilty, and many inno- 
cent men, too, were beheaded. The relatives of victims, even women, 
craved leave to make vengeance sweeter by themselves executing the 
executioners of yesterday. The ruling classes became permanently fear- 
ful: their dread even reached the point of forbidding the sons of villeins 
admission to the universities. The knights and the liberal burgesses lost 
all authority in Parliament. But the spirit of independence in the English 
people did not die. In the end it triumphed. By the close of the century 
the Statute of Laborers had fallen into desuetude, and the justices of the 
peace were commissioned to cope with the wage question in a non- 
coercive spirit. Finally, under the Tudors, the serf system was abolished, 
and then, “under James I, it became a legal maxim that every Englishman 
was free.” 
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The Hundred Years' War (II) 


The boy King whose courage the nobles and burgesses had admired on 
Smithfield market, whom the peasant bands had followed with venera- 
tion, became a fanciful adolescent, and in the end died in prison, scorned 
by the great and forgotten by his people. Yet Richard II had qualities of 
bravery and intelligence; he could face his alarming uncles and tell them: 
“I thank you for your past services, my lords, but I stand in need of them 
no longer.” He tried loyally to make peace with France. He understood 
the danger to the monarchy of ducal appanages with excessive power in 
their hands, and tried to be a strong king in the style later achieved by 
the Tudors; but his subjects had not yet suffered enough to uphold him 
against the great lords, and after the repression of 1381 the peasants 
trusted him no more. The Church was apprehensive of heresy, and would 
have placed herself in the hands of whosoever might give her a sword 
to smite it. But here again Richard’s prudence and tolerance served him 
ill. His good intentions were spasmodic, his spells of resolution violent 
and short lived, his favorites badly chosen. 

Richard married twice. His first consort was the Princess Anne of 
Bohemia, through whose connections the Wyclifhte heresy was spread in 
Prague and gave rise to the Protestant movement of the Hussites; his 
second, a French princess, Isabella, daughter of King Charles VI. This 
second marriage was distasteful to the English, who disapproved the 
francophile policy of Richard II and sighed for the days when the bow- 
men of Crecy or Poitiers came home to the villages laden with booty. 
Richard had already had trouble with his nobles. A powerful group had 
striven to monopolize the power and sweets of government in the years 
of his minority. At the end of a stable period of tolerant rule, the death 
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of Anne coincided, and may well have been connected, with a return of 
the sense of injury which Richard had once nourished. He took swift 
steps to discredit and remove the foremost of his old enemies, seized a 
favorable moment to pack a Parliament with his own men, secured an 
independent income from customs for the rest of his life, and had his 
own supporters confirmed in the control of affairs. Success turned the 
head of this able but somewhat unbalanced king. He became openly 
despotic, and his opponents were able to recruit fresh strength among 
those hitherto friendly or neutral. He exiled his cousin Hereford, John 
of Gaunt’s son, and, on the old Duke of Lancaster’s death, confiscated the 
son’s inheritance. This was a direct provocation to revolt. Lancaster spent 
some time in Paris, preparing a coup d'etat^ and when he set foot in 
England, Richard found himself quickly deserted on every hand, and 
finally thrown into prison. Parliament, as heir to the Great Council, 
elected Lancaster to be King, and he was forthwith crowned by both 
archbishops under the style of Henry IV. 

Henry was not a king of pure legitimacy. He owed his crown to Parlia- 
ment, to the nobility, and to the Church. He therefore had to handle 
these three powers more carefully than the Norman or Angevin sovereigns 
had done. It was he who granted the Church the right to burn heretics, 
by the Statute Heretico Comhurendo, in 1401. Through the sixty years 
of this Lancastrian dynasty the power of Parliament, so much threatened 
by Richard II, continually increased. The first of the Lancastrian kings, 
Henry IV, knew that he was a usurper, and never ventured to thwart 
the Commons. The second, Henry V, spent much of his reign abroad and 
bequeathed the crown prematurely to a young child, Henry VI, who on 
reaching adolescence was to become a feeble, simple-minded sovereign. 
Thus, over a long period, the weakness of the sovereign, his absence, or 
his fears, made Parliament the real controller of events. “Confronted by 
factions and unstable powers,” comments Boutmy, “the House of Com- 
mons, the only permanent and widely national power, acquired from 
circumstance a kind of arbitrating role. These bearers of disputable title- 
deeds could ask of it only a precarious credit. Still timid and tentative, 
astonished at its unsought inheritance, it wielded a preponderant authority 
for a century and more. Its records were filled with precedents, its archives 
with valuable claims, its standing orders with liberal practices: purely 
forms, no doubt, not in themselves preserving the substance of political 
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liberty (as was seen later under the Tudors), but perpetuating as it were 
the machinery of liberty, so that when times became favorable again it 
was ready to hand and in full working order.” 

After a long truce Henry V reopened the war with France in 1415. 
His real aim was to make a foreign war to occupy the turbulent spirits 
of his own country. The religious agitations of the Lollards was turning 
into civil war. The stake no longer sufficed against the most resolute 
heretics. Some diversion was needed, and, say the chroniclers, demanded 
by the bishops. The King himself had high ambitions; he dreamed of 
ending the Avignon schism and undertaking a crusade at the head of a 
western league. Whatever the end, his means were unjustifiable. Finding 
France torn between the factions of Orleans and Burgundy, and ruled in 
the name of a mad king by an unloved Dauphin, he cynically revived 
the claims of Edward III to the French throne. Now, whatever might 
have been the rather dubious claims of Edward III, those of Henry V, 
who was not even the most direct heir of his great-grandfather, were 
virtually none. So well did he know this that, after one opening diplomatic 
move, he asked only to be given the hand of Catherine, daughter of 
Charles VI, together with Normandy, Touraine, Anjou, Maine, and 
Ponthieu. These demands were out of the question, even for a land so 
sorely affiicted as France then was. War became inevitable. 

The second part of the Hundred Years’ War is astonishingly like the 
first. It looks as if a sort of obsession drove Henry V to imitate the cam- 
paign of his great-grandfather. He had only 2,500 men-at-arms, their fol- 
lowers, and 8,000 bowmen : in all, with servants and transport, not more 
than 30,000 men. After seizing Harfleur, the great arsenal of the west, in 
spite of a spirited defense, he sent a challenge to the Dauphin and decided 
to march towards Calais and cross the Somme at Blanche-Tachc, the ford 
of Crecy. It was a bold undertaking, but the French nobles, he argued, 
were divided and would doubtless leave him the week he needed to reach 
Calais. As it was essential not to rouse the hostility of the inhabitants 
on the way, the King strictly enforced the ordinances of Richard II 
regarding discipline; pillage and the cry of “Havoc!” were forbidden 
under pain of death; the captains must be obeyed, and the appointed 
billets must be used. But finding the ford defended, Henry moved up- 
stream and met the French army at Agincourt. A furious batde ensued, 
in which the feudal chivalry of France, who, for all their gallantry, had 
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remained blind to the precepts of Du Guesclin, was shattered by Henry’s 
bowmen and hacked to pieces by his men-at-arms. Ten thousand French- 
men perished in one of the bloodiest batdes of the Middle Ages (1415). 
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After this, thanks to the Burgundian treachery which opened the gates 
of Paris to him, Henry was left master of northern France. He married 
Catherine at Troyes, and there signed a treaty recognizing him as heir to 
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the French throne after Charles VI, and as regent during the latter’s 
lifetime. He was to rule with a French Council, and to preserve all the 
ancient customs. His title, while Charles VI still lived, was to be Henry 
V, King of England and Heir of France; but a few years later, in 1422, 
he died in the forest of Vincennes, probably of dysentery, leaving a son 
one year old. In English eyes Henry remains a great king. He led them 
to fresh victories, and his private virtues were genuine. He was generous, 
courteous, sincerely religious, chaste, and loyal. A man of few words, 
he replied only, “It is impossible,’* or, “It will be done.” His moderation, 
conspicuous in a stern age, did not prevent him from being ruthlessly 
cruel when the interests of country and Crown seemed to require it. 
His good side and his bad had appealed equally to his people. But he 
would certainly have been a greater statesman had he withstood the 
temptation to plunge into this French campaign, which after such great 
successes ended in disaster. 

The symmetry between the two parts of the Hundred Years’ War is 
complete. After Crccy, where feudal routine was defeated, France had 
produced a realist soldier in Du Guesclin. After Agincourt, France was 
saved by the sound sense and the faith of Joan of Arc. When the infant 
Henry VI, still in the cradle, became King of England in 1422, the game 
seemed to be lost for the French Dauphin. Charles VI died two months 
after his foe; Henry’s uncles, the Duke of Bedford, regent in France, 
and the Duke of Gloucester, planned to have the child consecrated as 
King of France at Rheims, as soon as he was old enough to speak the 
sacred formulas; and there seemed to be none to prevent this. From 1422 
until 1429 the Dauphin Charles wandered through his few surviving 
provinces, without a kingdom or capital, without money or soldiers: 
“The King of Bourges,” he was called, derisively. Was he even the 
Dauphin.? There were many doubts as to his birth. He himself was un- 
certain. Bedford, master of the north of France, undertook the conquest 
of the center and laid siege to Orleans. Charles had thoughts of with- 
drawing right into Dauphine. It seemed to be the end. 

And yet the English domination in France was frail and artificial. It 
rested, not on real strength, but on the divisions of Frenchmen, and the 
first blow made it collapse. The story of Joan of Arc is at once the most 
amazing miracle in history and the most logical sequence of political acts. 
The plans dictated to Joan by her voices were simple to the point of 
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genius: “Give the Dauphin self-confidence; set Orleans free; have Charles 
crowned at Rheims.” St. Joan’s life (1412-1431) was too short to let her 
accomplish more than these three acts; but they sufficed. With Charles 
crowned, Henry VI could never be the lawful King of France. Once 
started, the people followed. The feelings roused by the victories of Joan 
and Dunois, the pity and horror provoked by her trial and martyrdom, 
filled France with hatred of the invader. In vain did Bedford have Henry 
crowned at Notre Dame in Paris, in vain the Burgundian faction and the 
Sorbonne (whose consultations had sanctioned the burning of the Maid) 
welcomed the young English King with lavish pomp. The Dauphin 
gained ground. The House of Burgundy quarreled with England. Even 
Paris, at last, expelled the English garrison. Normandy was set free. 
When Charles VII died in 1461 the English held not a yard of France 
except the town of Calais, which they were to hold for a century longer, 
a Gibraltar of the Channel. 

It is remarkable that modern English historians, just as they regard 
Bouvines, a French victory, as a fortunate battle, now agree in admiration 
of Joan of Arc and in believing that she saved England from despotism. 
Had it not been for her, the King of England would have lived in 
Paris; and there, supported by a French army and enriched by taxes 
levied in France, he would have refused to submit to the control of his 
own subjects. Thanks to her, an end was made of the parlous dream 
of Continental empire which so long enticed the English sovereigns. 
These long years of struggle had given other lasting results. In both coun- 
tries the sense of nationality, a new and powerful emotion, was born 
of contact with strangers. The people of Rouen and Orleans, Bourges 
and Bordeaux, with all their differences and old enmities, nevertheless 
felt that between them was something which marked them off from the 
“goddams,” as the English were termed. And the English, on their side, 
notwithstanding their ultimate defeat, had now the memory of great deeds 
done in common. But meanwhile, between England and France, there 
was born a hatred which endured almost uninterruptedly until the end 
of the nineteenth century, and left the common people of both countries 
with the heritage of an insuperable distrust. 



Chapter X 


The Wars of the Roses 


The French wars over, England was flooded by troops of soldiery used 
to profitable pillaging, and quite ready to espouse any cause, good or bad. 
The letters of the time are full of murder, riot, lawless executions, re- 
counted in the most natural tone, as of inevitable incidents. The first 
Duke of Suffolk, crossing to Calais, found his boat hailed and stopped 
by an unknown vessel. He was taken aboard and greeted with the words 
“Welcome, traitor!” After a day and a night for shriving he was put 
into a small boat and, without trial, his head was cut off by one of the 
crew, with five or six strokes of a rusty sword. In 1450 the men of Kent 
rose under the leadership of an adventurer named Jack Cade, who styled 
himself Mortimer and claimed descent from Edward III. This leader 
reached London, and was arrested only through his quarreling with the 
burgesses; before being killed himself, he beheaded the King’s Treasurer 
and a sheriff of Kent. The nobles were at this time ready enough to 
follow such usurpers because the King himself was merely the son or 
grandson of a usurper. These Lancastrian kings knew this well enough. 
When Henry V, at his father’s death-bed, thought him gone and laid his 
hand on the crown, Henry IV raised himself from lethargy to murmur: 
“It is not yet yours, nor was it ever mine. . . .” Against the weak Henry 
VI there rose Edward, Duke of York, a nearer heir of Edward III through 
his maternal descent from the Duke of Clarence, whereas the Lancas- 
trians sprang only from the younger son, John of Gaunt. And round the 
Red Rose of Lancaster and the White Rose of York there gathered 
groups of warrior lords whose sole political aim was to win fortune by 
the triumph of their faction. 

These struggles of private ambition and greed roused scant interest 
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in the country at large. Life went on, tilth and harvest. London’s trade 
developed. The Hanseatic League met a formidable rival. These battles 
were waged only by a score or so of great barons, their friends and 
vassals, and above all by their mercenaries. They had to be prudent and 
respect the neutrality of towns and villages in their conflicts, as armed 
men were numerous and if vexed would rally against one Rose or the 
other. The battles which determined the possession of the throne were 
fought out by a few thousands of men. They confirmed the decline of 
cavalry. Bowmen were dominant in batde on both sides, but gradually 
man, that courageous animal, grew used to facing the arrows. The barons 
charged the bowmen, and in hand-to-hand fighting victory was decided 
by ax and sword. But despite the small numbers of combatants, these 
battles drew vast quantities of blood from the one class involved in them, 
and after the Wars of the Roses the English noble families were gravely 
reduced in number. 

The hapless Henry VI was born out of time. He was no fool, but 
certainly no king: a saint, rather, and in worldly matters a child. A man 
more gentle, more estimable, more weak, could hardly be imagined. In 
the great wars in his reign he was only an onlooker, leaving Somerset 
or Warwick to act, and himself appearing on the stage only to take his 
place in a procession or ceremony. He lived amongst men and women 
who hated one another, and thought only of reconciling them. Married 
to a fury, Margaret of Anjou, he showed her nothing but patient af- 
fection. His only pleasures were in hearing daily Mass, and the study 
of history and theology. Hating pomp, he dressed as an ordinary burgess, 
and wore the round shoes of the peasant instead of the fashionable pointed 
ones. When he donned his royal robe, it was over a hair shirt. He said his 
prayers like a monk at every meal, and on the table before him there 
always stood an image showing the five wounds of Christ. These pious, 
weakling monarchs, as Chesterton remarked, were those who left the 
noblest and most enduring memorials. Edward the Confessor had built 
Westminster Abbey; Henry VI founded Eton College (1440), and built 
the wonderful chapel of King’s College, Cambridge. These great founda- 
tions ruined him. At a time when everybody, nobles and merchants 
alike, grew richer, the King alone was overwhelmed with debts. In 1451 
he had to borrow money to keep Christmas, and on Twelfth Night, 
having no more credit, the King and Queen could not dine. This naive, 

[174] 



The Wars of the Roses 

unsubstantial sovereign was to become an easy prey to brutal and un- 
scrupulous knights. 

In 1453 Henry VI, who was a grandson of the mad King Charles VI 
of France, showed unmistakable signs of insanity. He had lost his memory 
and reasoning power, and now could not walk or stand upright. He did 
not even understand that a son had been born to him. His cousin, the 
Duke of York, supported by Warwick, a powerful lord who won the 
twofold designation of the Last of the Barons and the Kingmaker, had 
himself crowned at Westminster under the title of Edward IV. After 
years of fugitive existence, the gentle Henry was shut up in the Tower, 
where, according to the Yorkist chroniclers, he was humanely tended, 
and according to the Lancastrians was abandoned in horrible neglect. 
“Forsooth and forsooth,” he said, mildly, to his warders, “ye do foully 
to smite a king anointed thus.” Then a quarrel between Edward IV and 
the Kingmaker suddenly restored the throne to Henry and the Red 
Rose. Finally, Edward of York defeated Warwick, who was killed at 
Barnet in 1471; he also slew the Prince of Wales and caused the King 
himself to be murdered in the Tower. After which systematic massacre 
Edward IV reigned almost unopposed until 1483. He was the very coun- 
terpart of his pious cousin, a true Renaissance prince, brilliant and cyni- 
cal. He enjoyed fondling City merchants’ wives, and his good looks made 
them not unwilling victims. Thanks to the liberality of these ladies and 
their husbands, Edward lived from day to day by the largesse of his 
subjects. Naturally, the givers were not losers; the privileges and monopo- 
lies granted to them allowed them to reimburse themselves from the 
general buying public, and it was all an ingenious form of indirect taxa- 
tion. 

The accession of the House of York dealt a rather heavy blow to the 
prestige of Parliament. Whereas the usurping Lancastrian kings had 
requested their investiture at the hands of Parliament, the Yorkists claimed 
to rule by sole right of inheritance. Besides, the House of Commons 
about this time was no longer really representative of the commons of 
England. At first any burgess paying taxes had been entitled to vote. But 
just as the enrichment of the great merchants had changed the guilds 
into closed rings, so many boroughs had bought Crown charters which 
excluded newcomers. The right of choosing borough representatives was 
confined sometimes to the mayor and his councilors, sometimes to a 
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council consisting of the richest townsmen. Thus began the steady process 
whereby, through several centuries, so many English constituencies were 
transformed into “rotten boroughs,” in which the body of electors was so 
small that it could easily be corrupted. Similarly, after 1430, the shire 
knights were elected only by freeholders of land having an annual value 
of forty shillings (or about ;^20 today). Many men previously voters 
were thus disfranchised. This regime was to last until the electoral reforms 
of 1832, and insured the legal predominance of a numerically small class, 
because of the strong pressure exercised at elections by the most powerful 
lords on their tenants and friends. In 1455 the Duchess of Norfolk wrote 
to John Paston, greeting her “right trusti and welbelovid,” and pointing 
out that since it was “thought right necessarie for divers causes that my 
Lord have at this tyme in the Parlement such persons as longe unto him 
and be of his menyall servaunts ... ye wil geve and applie your voice 
unto our right welbelovid coson and servaunts, John Howard and Syr 
Roger Chambirlayn, to be Knyghts of the shire. . . These recommenda- 
tions belong to all ages, but in the fifteenth century the House of Com- 
mons was peculiarly the creature of the noble factions. 

Edward IV left two young sons, the elder of whom ought to have been 
his successor; but his brother Richard, Duke of Gloucester, had his 
nephews murdered whilst confined in the Tower, and so became king 
himself as Richard III. Shakespeare painted a horrifying portrait of this 
cruel, brave, brilliant hunchback, and despite the attempts of some his- 
torians to rehabilitate Richard III, it is probably best to accept that pic- 
ture. When the twofold murder in the Tower became generally known, 
a definite outlet was given to the sense of revolt which had long been 
fermenting in the hearts of Englishmen weary of civil wars and the 
snatching of crowns. There seemed to be a chance of reconciling the two 
Roses. There remained one Lancaster, Henry Tudor, Duke of Richmond, 
a faintheart stripling who had cautiously fled into Brittany, and was 
directly descended through his mother, Margaret, from John of Gaunt. 
If this Henry could marry Elizabeth of York, the daughter of Edward 
IV, the two houses would be merged. Richard saw the danger, and tried 
to conciliate the burgesses by summoning a Parliament. He thought of 
marrying his niece himself. But Henry Tudor, having speedily left Har- 
fleur, landed in Milford Haven with two thousand soldiers, English 
refugees and Breton adventurers. Wales rallied to him because the Tudors 
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were Welsh. In 1485 he met Richard on Bosworth Field, the battle’s 
outcome being decided by the Stanleys, great lords in Lancashire, who 
sided with Henry because Lord Stanley had been the second husband 
of Henry’s mother. Richard bravely rushed into the swirl of the fight, 
laid low several warriors, but was himself slain. The crown which he 
wore during the battle fell into a bush, and was recovered afterwards, 
to be placed by Stanley on the head of his stepson, who thus became 
Henry VII. 

O, now let Richmond and Elizabeth, 

The true succeeders of each royal house, 

By God’s fair ordinance conjoin together! 

And let their heirs, God, if thy will be so, 

Enrich the time to come with smooth-faced peace. . . . 

And in the following year this marriage took place. The Wars of the 
Roses were over. 



Chapter XI 


The End of the Middle Ages 


What traits in England’s national character had taken shape by the close 
of the fifteenth century? The Hundred Years’ War had ended in an 
English failure, but its memory lingered as a thing of glory. All its battles 
had been fought on foreign soil. Only a few coastal towns had seen the 
enemy, on furtive raids. The English people had come to regard them- 
selves as invulnerable in their island, and were disdainful of other na- 
tions. “The English,” said Froissart, are proud, and cannot force them- 
selves naturally into friendships or alliance with foreign countries, and in 
particular there are not under the sun a people more dangerous. . . .” 
This pride was enhanced by the wealth of the country, which then im- 
pressed every visitor. “It is greater than that of any land in Europe,” 
said the Venetian envoy. Reading Chaucer’s description of the Canter- 
bury Pilgrims, one can picture the easy circumstances of every class in 
fourteenth-century England. Men and women wear good cloth, often 
hemmed with fur. Chaucer’s Franklin, the small country landowner, is 
a bluff epicurean, zestful of living, whose cellar equals the best and whose 
table never lacks its plump partridges or pike, and 

Woo was his cook, but — if his sauce were 

Poynant and scharp, and redy al his gerc. 

The arms of the spinner and dyer are mounted in massive silver, and 
these craftsmen are fully worthy to take their seats as councilors in Guild- 
hall, burgesses whose wives are styled “madam” and wear for their church- 
going gowns fit for a queen. When Sir John Fortescue was banished to 
France during the Wars of the Roses, he exclaimed upon the misery of 
the French peasants: they drank water and ate apples with rye bread, 
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had no meat, except occasionally a little lard, or the entrails or heads 
of beasts killed for the nobles or merchants. Such, concluded Fortescue, 
an ardent admirer of Parliaments, were the fruits of absolute power. 

But the Englishman prided himself still more on his comparative lib- 
erty. The complacent Fortescue, in 1470, was extolling the English laws: 
“How should they not be good laws, being the work not of one man 
only, nor even of a hundred councilors, but of more than three hundred 
picked men? Besides, even did they happen to be faulty, they can be 
amended with the consent of all the Estates of the realm. ... In England 
the will of the people is the prime living force, which sends the blood 
into the head and into all the members of the body politic.” Triumphantly 
he contrasts the liberty of the Englishman, who pays only agreed taxes 
and can be tried only in regular form, with the constraints to which the 
Frenchman is subject, being obliged to buy the monopolized salt and 
pay arbitrary levies, and who is “flung in a sack into the Seine,” without 
trial, if his prince deems him guilty. Fortescue, of course, exaggerated. 
The victims of Richard III had obviously not been shielded by legal 
forms. But certainly Richard would not have dared to levy a tax un- 
sanctioned by Parliament, whereas in France, having obtained in 1439 
a direct tax from the Estates for paying the army, Charles VII contrived 
to make this a perpetual levy, and his successors fixed its total without 
summoning the body which granted it. 

Whence came these differences between the two peoples ? It should first 
be remembered that the French kings had a far harder task than the 
English, who ruled the whole of their land from the Conquest onwards, 
and from the twelfth century were able to impose on the local lords the 
Common Law and the itinerant judges. The French people, suffering 
cruelly from the independence of the great feudal magnates and from 
foreign invasion, were ready to grant their king a large credit of power, 
provided that he maintained order and guarded the frontiers. In Con- 
tinental France the enemy was near, a standing army essential. In England 
the people’s liberty weakened the king, but the dividing sea shielded the 
weak points. Secondly, there was the fact that in England every man 
was his own soldier and the guardian of his own peace. The yeoman, 
the archer or fighting man in time of war, was, in peace, simply the 
small landowner. To impose his will on such men the king had no 
troops. This was shocking to Froissart: “It comes about, he said, that 
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the king their Lord must range himself with them and bow to their 
will, for if he does otherwise and ill ensues, ill will befall him.” Since 
Charles VII, the kings of France had possessed a small army (fifteen 
companies of foot soldiers and light horse), and the most powerful artil- 
lery of the time. The French villages had no militia. In France, from the 
jrancs-archers of Charles VII right down to the National Guard of Revo- 
lutionary times, the citizen-soldier was a failure. Thus, in France, a 
permanent taille insured the pay of the army, and the permanent army 
insured the payment of the taille. The king of France did not often need 
a parliamentary body, and took good care not to convoke it more than 
was necessary. Even if he did, the three Estates — nobles, clergy, and the 
third estate — would be at one another’s throats, devouring each other. 
The combination of rich merchants and petty nobility which made up 
the strength of the English Commons would have been inconceivable in 
fifteenth-century France. Furthermore, in England, a more vigorous mon- 
archy was to become a necessity if violence and lawlessness were to be 
ended. The English people, likewise suffering from the anarchy of the 
Wars of the Roses, called for something approaching despotism as the 
century came to its close, but their king had always to observe the due 
forms. The idea of a limited monarchy was firmly fixed in English minds 
from the end of the Middle Ages. 

Violence, in England, was not a necessary adjunct of the feudal chiefs. 
Brutality always marked these Angles and Saxons. Custom and courtesy 
later held this violence in check, but underneath outward show it was 
to survive into times within living memory. Sir John Fortescue held it to 
be meritorious, even when it led to crime: “There are more men hanged 
in England,” he said, proudly, “for robbery under arms and for murder, 
than there are in France for such crimes in seven years. If an Englishman 
is poor, and sees another man having riches that can be taken from him 
by force, he fails not to do so, unless he be himself entirely honest.” 
Chaucer’s picture of the miller is typical: 

The mellerc was a stout carl for the nones 
Ful big he was of braun, and eek of boones; . . . 

He was schort schuldred, brood, a thikke knarre, 

Ther nas no dore that he nolde heve of harre, 

Or breke it at a rennyng with his heed. . . . 

Violence had been restrained in mediaeval times by the twin forces of 
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chivalrous courtesy and religious charity. But in the fifteenth century the 
very men who read the romances of chivalry and set up religious founda- 
tions, did not scruple to filch from the weak or beat their wives. Family 
morality was stern, marriage was regarded as a business arrangement; 
a father might sell his daughter before she was old enough to protest. 
After marriage, women took their revenge. The Wife of Bath, in Chaucer, 
tells how they treated their husbands, with a sempiternal mixture of 
coquetry, immorality, and cruelty. In various respects the condition of 
women, and of widows especially, was then better than it is in certain 
countries today. Although the laws of property weighed heavily on women, 
they could carry on any trade, form part of a guild, and become sheriffs 
or high constables. They could travel unaccompanied, and joined in the 
common life of a pilgrimage. Margaret Paston managed her husband’s 
most weighty business, and won his praise for her prudence. 

The famous Paston Letters show that in both sexes education was fairly 
extensive. When a husband and wife were separated, they wrote to each 
other. For a long time girls and boys were brought up together. Later the 
kings founded special schools for boys, such as Winchester and Eton. 
The conversations of the Canterbury Pilgrims give a favorable impres- 
sion of the average culture of the men and women of the fourteenth 
century. Even those who did not know Latin can aptly cite the names 
of Cicero and Seneca, or those of Virgil and Dante. Emancipated from 
many superstitions, they smile, for instance, at those who are alarmed 
by dreams, which they readily attribute to the harmful secretions of 
the body and a superfluity of bile. With Chaucer (1340-1400) the litera- 
ture of the Saxon speech early reached a perfection which would be 
equaled but never excelled. One result of the Hundred Years’ War had 
been the birth of a prejudice against French literature, as that of an 
enemy country. Even amongst the elect there was a desire for a great 
native writer; and in Chaucer he was found. This poet, like Shakespeare 
in a later age, had known humanity in all its kinds; he lived at the court 
of Edward III, was an ambassador in Florence and Rome, and sat in 
Parliament at Westminster. He was, therefore, admirably equipped to 
present a full and living picture of the England of his time. Like Shake- 
speare, he discloses human beings very near to ourselves. It is the great 
artists who help us to realize that, although scenes and manners may 
change, the passions of mankind change very litde. 
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By this time the background of life itself begins to come nearer to 
what is familiar to ourselves. During the whole of the Middle Ages 
the rich had lived in a fortified house, built to withstand siege or shelter 
soldiers. But from the fifteenth century the desire of knights and great 
merchants is to own country houses agreeable rather than defensive. 
Rooms arc more numerous; masters and servants cease to eat in the same 
hall. A new room, a sort of parlor, enables visitors to be received else- 
where than in the bedchamber, and it has a fireplace to take a coal fire, 
and deep windows fitted with small panes of glass, underneath which 
are hewn stone seats covered with cushions. On the walls hang tapestries 
and paintings, and a Spanish carpet covers the floor. The feather bed 
has been imported from France, a valuable property bequeathed by will 
to a favorite child or the surviving spouse. Every such house has its 
methodically designed garden, marked out with walls or clipped hedges, 
planted with flowers, medicinal or scented herbs, and salad vegetables. 
Along the graveled footpaths, with their edges of thick turf as soft as 
velvet, move the ladies with their enormous head-dress. Luxury in dress 
was at this time so extreme that sumptuary laws were called for. And an- 
other sign of wealth was the crop of churches throughout the country; 
every village took pride in embellishing its own church with tapestries or 
statuary. But the houses of the poor, and even of the middle class, re- 
mained primitive. Chaucer’s miller was content with one room for his 
wife, his daughter, a baby, and two Cambridge students come to visit 
them. 

Towards the end of the fifteenth century the first printed books began 
to appear in these houses. The printing-press satisfied, rather than created, 
a need. This period resembles our own in its characteristic accession of 
a whole new class of readers to culture. Such periods produce a steady 
demand for books of popularized knowledge. Our own demands works of 
science and encyclopaedias; the fifteenth-century reader wanted books of 
devotion, grammars, rhymed chronicles, translations of the great Latin 
authors. Every squire then had his library of manuscripts: the inventory 
of those owned by John Paston in the reign of Edward IV is extant and 
contains only one printed book. The first printing-press in England was 
set up by William Caxton (1422-1491), who learned the craft at Cologne. 
Near Westminster he started what was virtually a publishing business, 
producing handsome books which he sold readily. He was patronized 
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by Edward IV, a man of culture. The invention of printing, by populariz- 
ing theology, fomented the wars of religion, rather as in our own day 
the invention of wireless facilitates the diffusion of political passions. 

To draw too precisely the frontiers between the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance would be to artificialize a natural process. Like the Roman 
Empire before it, mediaeval civilization died a slow death. But there is 
no mistaking an age of transition in these closing years of the fifteenth 
century, when Caxton’s press was supplanting the monastic copyist, when 
the English tongue was rivaling the Latin, when the burgess grew rich 
as the knights dropped lower, when the cannon made a breach in the 
walls of the keep, when the merchant was escaping from the guild, the 
faithful from the clerk, the serf from the lord. A society with centuries 
of greatness behind it was in decline. Another was rising, and none could 
yet say what it would be. The England of 1485 was ready for the smile 
of fortune; all observers were struck by the wealth of her farmers and 
craftsmen, and by the maturity of their spirit. She lacked nothing but 
strong governance. And this, contrary to all expectations, was to be given 
to her by young Henry Tudor and his heirs. 




Boo\ IV 

THE TUDORS, OR THE TRIUMPH OF 
MONARCHY 




Chapter I 


Henry VII 


The importance of events nearly always eludes their eye-witnesses. The 
soldiers who beheld Lord Stanley after Bos worth Field place the crown 
on the head of his stepson, probably saw the gesture as simply one pic- 
turesque incident in an interminable war. But they had witnessed the end 
of a social structure. For fifteen years longer pretenders would arise, but 
at no moment would they endanger the throne of Henry VII. This 
stability was the more surprising as Henry was no warrior. Round this 
sad, grave, thoughtful man two legends took shape. One, the creation of 
Henry himself in his own lifetime, evoked the image of some one distant 
and enigmatic, a sovereign who was no longer primus inter pares^ the 
foremost amongst his noble peers, but a being set apart — in fact, the 
monarch. The second, the legend of the historians, depicted a distrustful, 
avaricious king, an English Louis XI, who drained vast treasures from 
the coffers of the nobility into his own. Was Henry VII in fact greedy for 
gold? He certainly bequeathed a great fortune to his children, nearly 
two million pounds. He kept his accounts with all the petty detail of 
a City merchant: “For the King’s losses at cards: /6. . . . For the loss 
of tennis balls: 3s. . . . To my Fool, for making of a song . • . And 
so on. Exact reckonings: but not those of a miser. The luxury of his 
court, the beauty of his jewels, his robes of purple velvet lined with 
cloth of gold, astounded the ambassadors of Milan and Spain. The truth 
seems to have been that this first King of the Tudor line loved money 
because, with the collapse of feudal society, money had become the new 
token of strength. In the sixteenth century a king in poverty would have 
been a king in chains, subject to his nobles and Parliament. Henry VII 
and his children were to be dependent on neither. With no standing 
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TABLE III 

The House of Tudor and the Scottish House of Stuart 

Henry VII was a descendant of Edward III through a line established 
by John of Gaunt’s third marriage. By the year 1485 Henry had be- 
come heir to all the claims of John of Gaunt’s descendants. He linked 
his house to that of the Yorkists by his marriage with Elizabeth, 
daughter of Edward IV. 
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army beyond a bodyguard of a few score men, their sovereignty became 
more than respected; it was revered. The mechanism of their amazing 
security calls for exposition. 

The Wars of the Roses had not annihilated the great lords, but had 
certainly attenuated them. Only twenty-nine lords temporal were sum- 
moned to Henry VIFs Parliament, and their influence in the country 
seemed to be trifling. Institutions are born of necessity, and perish when 
they become useless or dangerous. After the fall .of the Empire and the 
anarchy of the invasions, the feudal lords, in the absence of a strong 
central power, had provided fairly well for the defense of the soil and the 
administration of justice. The success of the Norman and Angevin kings 
had then robbed that warrior aristocracy of its essential functions. For a 
long time the lords busied themselves with conquering expeditions, now 
into Wales or Scotland, now into Aquitaine or Flanders. Then, at the end 
of the fifteenth century, Spain and France formed States greater and 
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Stronger than England — still only a small country — ^and this left the 
warrior nobles no opportunities for Continental adventuring. They could 
only fight amongst themselves, and the Wars of the Roses had the two- 
fold result of making citizens and peasantry weary of all feudal anarchy, 
and of enfeebling the relics of the Anglo-Norman baronage. Who could 
inherit their power ? There was the Parliament, but after a brilliant start 
Parliament also had lost much of its prestige during the troublous times. 
The House of Commons made itself felt only by joining hands with one 
faction or the other. In any case, it could be freely elected only if a strong 
central power protected the electors against interference from local mag- 
nates. Only the King could bridge the gap between feudal and parlia- 
mentary rule. With nobility and the Commons in abeyance, the path 
lay open to monarchy. 

In disarming the surviving nobles and their partisan bands, the Tudor 
kings made use of three newer classes — the gentry, the yeomen, and the 
merchants. The gentry consisted of the mass of country gentlemen. The 
word “gentleman,” which began to be used in Elizabethan times, had 
acquired a meaning far removed from that of the French gentil homines 
A “gentleman” need not be of noble rank, need not even own feudal 
lands. The gentry comprised the descendants of the knight as well as the 
rich merchant, the former mayor of his borough, who had bought an 
estate to retire to, and likewise the successful lawyer who had become 
a landed proprietor. Then as now, doubtless, there was a probationary 
period before the county families proper accepted the new squire. The 
gentry’s minimum line in property qualification was the twenty pounds 
of revenue which in the old days constituted the knight, and by now 
entitled a landowner to be a justice of the peace. In fact, wealth succeeded 
birth as the basis of a small aristocracy, whose role in the State might 
be compared with that played in the France of Louis-Philippe by the 
middle classes, although it remained essentially a rural aristocracy. Be- 
tween the squires and the peers of the realm there was no watertight 
partition. The heirs of peers entered the House of Commons on an equal 
footing with the country gentlemen. 

The yeomen also were a rural class, coming below the gentry and 
above the old-time villein. Roughly speaking, the yeomanry included 
persons having at least forty shillings of revenue requisite for jury service 
or a county electoral qualification, but not attaining the twenty pounds 
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which would make them, in this sense, gentlemen. Outright ownership 
of land was not necessary to become a yeoman. Copyholders, and even 
those with a less certain tenure, could be yeomen. Bacon defined the yeo- 
manry as the intermediate class between gentlemen and peasantry; Black- 
stone, as the class of the country electors (the gentry being the class of 
eligible representatives). In the seventeenth century the yeoman class 
was to number about 160,000, and formed the backbone of England 
and the English armies. There is thus a clear difference between the 
structure of England and the States of the Continent, where land was 
owned by so few persons outside the nobility. These yeomen were the 
famous bowmen of the Hundred Years’ War. They feared neither fight- 
ing nor manual toil; they formed a stanch and solid body, economically, 
politically, and socially; and having everything to lose by public disorder, 
they sided with the King. 

In the early sixteenth century the English merchants did not yet hold 
their later pre-eminence in the wider world. A few, half-pirates, half- 
shipowners, pushed as far as Russia to sell their cloth, or competed with 
Venetians or Genoese in the Mediterranean; but in the conquest of new 
worlds which was then beginning, England took no part. When the mili- 
tary successes of Islam barred the Mediterranean route to the Indies and 
forced Europeans to embark on great maritime adventures to find a new 
route to the riches of the East, the Portuguese and Spaniards were alone 
in sharing the lands of their discovery. Who would have thought that 
England, this small, agricultural, pastoral island, would acquire a colonial 
empire But there was one man in those days who caught a glimpse 
of his country’s future lying on the seas, and that man was Henry VII. 
He encouraged navigation as far as lay in his power. He built great 
ships, like the Mary Fortune and the Sweepsta\e, which he hired out 
to merchants. In the Mediterranean, about the year 1500, the galley 
was still the man-of-war, although the merchantman was a sailing-ship; 
but the English merchantman and vessel of the line were sister ships. 
This was partly because the Atlantic and the North Sea had never been 
safe for galleys, and partly because the English, a practical race, wished 
in time of peace to devote their whole fleet to commerce. When war came, 
carpenters were set to work by royal requisition to build “castles” for 
troops, fore and aft. During the fifteenth century these “castles” be- 
came permanent, and Henry VII was one of the first to place cannon on 
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board his vessels. To repair his ships he set up an arsenal at Portsmouth. 
He fitted out expeditions such as Cabot’s, which, seeking the spices of the 
Orient, discovered the cod of Newfoundland. His Navigation Act (1489) 
forbade the importation of Bordeaux wines in foreign ships (and the 
fact that the displacement of British ships is today measured in “tons” 
is a relic of the reckoning of so many “tuns” of claret). In a word, 
Henry VII apparently realized that the struggle for external markets 
would become a dominating political issue; his fostering of the fleet and 
of sea-borne trade won him the loyalty of the large towns, and of Lon- 
don in particular. 

Supported by this triple power of gentry, yeomen, and merchants, the 
King could checkmate the surviving power of the baronage. Knowing 
how provincial juries could be intimidated by the prestige of their former 
masters, he brought any dangerous charges before a prerogative court, 
formed from his own Council, which was called the Court of Star Cham- 
ber from the decoration of the room where it sat. Sentence of death was 
rare under Henry VII. “He drew more gold than blood,” being rightly 
persuaded that an extraction of money would be quite soon forgotten 
by the victim, whilst it would certainly fill the royal coffers. But he 
compelled respect for his will. Once, when visiting the Earl of Oxford, 
he was received by a whole company of uniformed servants. A recent 
law strictly forbade noblemen to maintain such bodyguards, who could 
too readily be transformed into soldiers. As he left. King Henry said 
to his host: “I thank you for your good cheer, my lord, but I may not 
endure to have my laws broken in my sight. My attorney must speak 
with you.” And the earl was glad to be free of the matter with a fine 
of ^10,000. These methods of combating the old feudal machine were 
harsh but salutary, and the Star Chamber itself performed much useful 
work. But the principle of the prerogative courts, inasmuch as they 
deprived the accused of the benefit of jury trial, was reprehensible, and 
contrary to the liberties of the realm. This was clearly seen when, under 
the Stuarts, they became instruments of tyranny. 

In politics as in justice, Henry VII gave legality a holiday. He sum- 
moned Parliament only seven times during his reign. But who could 
grumble.? The confusion of the civil wars had resolved any political 
conflict in favor of the Crown. True, the king ruled only with the help 
of his Council, but the Council did not, like that of the Norman kings, 
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represent only magnates and prelates. The new councilors were the sons 
of burgesses, trained in the universities. Many of the families destined 
in future centuries to take a great part in the governance of England — 
the Cavendishes, Cecils, Seymours and Russells — started in this Tudor 
administration. Noble lines were founded, not now by the warrior, but 
by the high functionary. The personal servant of the king is succeeded by 
the Secretary of State. The Acts of the Privy Council show us how de- 
tailed this administration was becoming: it is often like some family 
business. In June, 1592, for instance, the Council was concerned with one 
Thomas Prince, a schoolmaster, who had spoken against religion and 
the State. It was decided to write to the assize judge of his county to 
ask whether there were grounds for a prosecution. The Council ordered 
the owner of a meadow to repair the tow-path running across it, and 
authorized a butcher to slaughter beasts during Lent for the kitchens of 
the French embassy. Provision was made for everything: if troops were 
arriving at Portsmouth, the Council would write to the mayor requesting 
him to take steps that they be provided with foodstuffs. For as yet there 
was no national bureaucracy. Court and king could govern only by 
utilizing the close network of local institutions in shire and borough. 
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Local Institutions in Tudor Times 


An important contrast between French and English history is found in 
the development in France of a hierarchy of officials dependent on, and 
paid by, the central government, as against the growth in England of 
local institutions voluntarily administered. The natural tendency of the 
Tudor sovereign was to use whatever was ready to hand, and to solve 
new problems by referring them to the established mechanism. What 
survived of the old Saxon jolkjnoot in the countryside, after several cen- 
turies of feudalism.? The parish meeting seemed to bear the nearest re- 
semblance. In the thirteenth century the priests obtained payment from 
their parishioners for church repairs and the purchase of books and vest- 
ments, the cost of which had previously come out of the tithe; and to 
administer this modest budget the parishioners probably appointed a few 
representatives. The churchwarden, the legal guardian of parochial prop- 
erty, bought the pyx and chalice, the sacerdotal wine and ornaments, and 
a costume for the beadle, who expelled dogs or drunkards from the church, 
staffi or whip in hand. The sexton dug the graves, cleaned the church, 
and lit the fire. The parish clerk had charge of the registers and rang the 
bell. The parish revenue came from its land, or from herds belonging 
to the parish, and from the church rate, as fixed by the vestrymen in 
proportion to every man’s goods. 

With the sixteenth century, for reasons which will later be ap^rent, 
the problem of the poor assumed new and grave aspects, and the^udor 
kings adopted the parish as the basis of a system of relief. Every Easter- 
tide the parish had to appoint four guardians of the poor, who collected 
alms with the churchwarden^ Every parishioner was asked for such 
charity as he could give weekly to the poor. The amount of alms was 
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at first left to each man’s discretion; those who refused to give were 
summoned before the bishop, and occasionally imprisoned. But with the 
spread of poverty in the land, the charge had to be made compulsory. 
In principle every parish had sole responsibility for its poor, and it was 
strictly forbidden for any person without means of subsistence to wander 
from village to village. To give alms to a vagabond was an offense. If 
one such were caught, he was liable to whipping, and if habitually offend- 
ing branded with a “V” on the shoulder to mark him out. The rogue, 
or dangerous vagabond, was marked with an “R,” although if he could 
prove that he could read he might claim benefit of clergy, in which 
case a mark on the thumb sufficed. Thereafter, duly whipped and branded, 
these wretches were sent back to their native parishes, being given a limit 
of so many days for the journey. Custom being thus, no parish could 
tolerate the settlement within its bounds of an indigent family whose 
children might one day be a charge upon its resources. A child put out 
to nurse in a village other than that of its parents was often sent back 
by the authorities of the foster-parish to the parent-parish, to avoid any 
subsequent trouble. A man might become, in fact, a prisoner in his parish. 

But in the sixteenth century it was coming to be recognized that society 
has a duty to keep alive, after a fashion at least, its aged and infirm, its 
blind and crazed. A law of 1597 ordered the building of hospitals for the 
infirm on waste lands, and the provision by the guardians of stocks of raw 
material (iron, wood, wool, and flax) to enable them to give work to the 
workless, and also that poor children should be put out as apprentices. 
This led to the building by wealthy men of free houses for the poor, 
almshouses, buildings which often strike us nowadays as full of charm, 
for it was an age of many graces. The law required that every cottage 
be surrounded by about four acres, to enable the occupant, by cultivating 
his plot of land, to produce his own livelihood. To the penniless aged the 
parish had to pay a weekly pittance of a groat or a shilling. If the burden 
of the poor of one parish became excessive, a richer parish might be 
ordered to help its neighbor, ^ut the principle of local help was main- 
tained, and the central government never took part in such relief.^ 

In every parish one man was charged with arresting and whipping 
vagabonds, pacifying brawlers, stopping illegal games, and in general 
compelling respect for the King’s Peace. This non-professional police 
officer was elected for one year and was called the petty constable. The 
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oflSce had been created by Edward I, to inspect weapons, insure the pro- 
tection of villages, and pursue malefactors. This unfortunate citizen had 
a troublesome year before him, as he was entirely responsible for the 
tranquillity of his parish. If a vagabond was arrested by some one else, 
the constable instantly found himself sentenced to a fine for neglect 
of his duties. If he himself made an arrest, he must keep the malefactor 
in his own house (there being frequently no prison), and then conduct 
him to the county court. It was he, too, who had to place petty offenders 
in the village stocks. If a vagabond was being sent back to his native 
parish, the constables of all the parishes lying between had to pass him 
on from one to the next. To ourselves, accustomed to seeing such duties 
intrusted to professional police, it is hard to believe that they could be 
fulfilled, year after year, by elected villagers; but it must be remembered 
that this was an old English tradition, that in every village the ex-con- 
stables, a numerous class, were ready to guide the novice and lend him 
a hand if need be, and also that in the quarter-sessions of the county 
court the constable could find instruction in the example and converse 
of his colleagues. Abuses and local tyrannies there certainly were. Shake- 
speare depicted some such. But it is comprehensible how great a measure 
of stability was given to the country at large, by this age-old habit of its 
citizens’ maintaining law and order by their own exertions. 

Just as the yeoman was called upon to act as constable or sit on the 
jury, so it was the squire’s duty to accept the function of justice of the 
peace. This post was not an elected one; he was chosen by the king, and 
the commission could be revoked at the royal pleasure. He was the link 
between parish and county. In the parish wherein he was the big land- 
owner, living in the manor-house, he was respected as the leading per- 
sonality in the community. Four times a year he sat with his colleagues 
in a county town at the quarter-sessions, where he dealt with the most 
diverse business, some judicial, some administrative. Jt has been said 
of the justice of the peace that he was the Tudors’ maid-of-all-work, and 
in point of fact his role was so great that, from the sixteenth century 
onwards, even in times of upheaval, the English countryside was nearly 
always free from lawlessness, tven if the brain centers momentarily 
failed, the local ganglia insured the reflexes. The justice of the peace was 
a figure at once complex and admirable. He was not only an agent of 
the central power, but also a local power independent of the government. 
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He exercised sundry functions which today would be those of civil 
servants, but had a practical knowledge of the administration of estates 
which an ordinary official could not have possessed. Between moribund 
feudalism and the new growth of a bureaucracy, he stood for the enduring 
forces within England. At first there were only six judges to each county; 
later, their number rose (in 1635 the North Riding of Yorkshire had 
thirty-nine). During their stay in the district, justices of the peace re- 
ceived four shillings a day; when a case called for local investigation, 
the court intrusted it to two justices of the peace, one as a check on the 
other. As their chief executive officer, there was the high sheriff of the 
county, appointed for one year. Minor offenses were dealt with by the 
petty sessions, attended only by justices of the immediate neighborhood. 
Thus all the parish life passed under the eye of a justice of the peace, 
before whom delinquents were brought by the constable. But in spite 
of the considerable volume of work thus imposed, the office was a coveted 
one, as being both honorable and the sign of a man’s importance in his 
locality. Like any human office, its efficiency depended on the qualities 
of its holder, but most justices seem to have been salutary tyrants and quite 
reasonable administrators. 

Village life in Tudor times may be imagined moving round the pleas- 
ant manor-house of gray stone, with its brick-walled gardens — ^the house 
of the squire-justice. The communal fields still survived, in regions where 
they had been customary, providing plenty of trouble for the constable 
as they facilitated theft and bickering. On weekdays everybody worked, 
not to work being an offense. On Sundays men had to practice at the 
archery butts and teach their children the use of the bow; but this was 
now only a tiresome survival. The villagers preferred other games, which 
the constables had to suppress. They also crowded into the ale-houses, 
where they drank and played except during church hours. Church at- 
tendance on Sunday was obligatory, and those' who failed to go were 
fined for the benefit of the poor. All activities were under surveillance. 
It was a grave offense to accuse a woman of witchcraft, as the conse- 
quences for her might be terrible. Sometimes old women were suspected 
of casting spells on cattle or men, but fortunately the justices shrugged 
their shoulders and refrained from burning all the witches brought before 
them. 

The village horizon was narrow. No man dared leave his village with- 
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out valid and lawful reason. Strolling players could move about only 
with a warrant granted by a justice of the peace, in default of which they 
were treated as rogues and vagabonds, and whipped and branded ac- 
cordingly. University students wishing to travel had to carry passes from 
their colleges. Tilling the fields and performing the numerous public 
duties of the village left men little leisure to think of other matters. But 
they could catch glimpses of the function of a central government. New 
edicts were proclaimed in the king’s name, from the pulpit or at the 
market cross. The yeomen went to the town for the quarter-sessions; 
the justices received their commissions from the king himself; the lord 
lieutenant occasionally went to London and was acquainted with the 
king’s Ministers. Slowly, in every village, there was forming the living 
cell of a great body, the State. 



Chapter III 


The English Reformers 


Side by side with the transformation of the mediaeval political structure, 
there came about in Tudor times a corresponding change in the spiritual 
and intellectual structure of England. The consequences there of the 
Italian Renaissance and the German Reformation were very remarkable. 
National traits were by now well defined. The sensuousness of the great 
Italians, their passionate love of statues and pictures, their awakening to 
pagan antiquity, the sermons exalting the Christian virtues by lines from 
Horace or apothegm of Seneca, the humanist and all-too-human Popes, 
were all very disturbing to many young Englishmen who came to sit 
at the feet of Savonarola or Marsilio Ficino. In Henry VIPs England, 
as elsewhere in Europe, Plato was set above Aristotle; the scholastic sub- 
tleties of the Middle Ages were by now so scorned that the name of the 
^'Doctor Subtilis” Duns Scotus, so long the very synonym of wisdom, 
engendered the word “dunce.” But in the English universities men of 
learning used their knowledge of Greek to prepare commentaries on 
the Gospels rather than to imitate the Anacreontic poets. Italy filled them 
with “amazement and repulsion.” Throughout their history the English 
have been attracted towards the Mediterranean civilizations, but in their 
lure they recognize a Satanic snare. Italy welcomed rebels or artists, and 
inspired Chaucer; but she startled the average Englishman. “Englishman 
italianate, devil incarnate,” said a sixteenth-century proverb. And yet the 
Englishman felt himself as remote from Germanic violence as from 
Italian sensuality. The brutality of Luther’s genius alarmed the scholars 
of Oxford, and at first attracted only the Cambridge youth or the Lol- 
lard “poor priests.” The early Oxford reformers desired to rectify the 
errors of the Roman Church, but did not imagine that a Christian could 
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leave its fold. Some of those who first spread the new learning, men 
like Thomas More and John Fisher, were later to die for the old Church. 

John Colet, at once a great Latinist and a rich burgess, is the most 
representative figure of this generation. He was the son of a lord mayor 
of London, Sir Henry Colet, who from the day of his son’s ordination 
obtained rich livings for him. John Colet pursued his studies at Oxford, 
read Plato and Plotinus, and about 1493 traveled in France and Italy. 
There he acquired a deeper knowledge of the Church Fathers, whose 
philosophy he preferred to the scholastic doctrines still taught at Oxford. 
On returning to his own university, this young man of thirty began 
a course on the Epistles of St. Paul which drew crowds of enthusiastic 
students. Colet expounded the original text of the Epistles to the Corin- 
thians and Romans with a stimulating intimacy of understanding. He 
spoke of the personal character of St. Paul, compared the Roman society 
depicted by the apostle with that revealed by the writings of Suetonius, and 
made use of Greek texts contemporaneous with St. Paul, to the natural 
amazement of a public unaware of such historical aspects of religion, 
and for the most part living in the belief that the Scriptures had originally 
been penned in Vulgate Latin. The young professor sprang into sudden 
fame. Priests came to consult him, and were reassured; he made com- 
mentaries for them on his pronouncements, and cannot have been re- 
garded as dangerous, since he was appointed dean of St. Paul’s at an 
early age. When his father left him a large fortune, he devoted it to 
founding St. Paul’s School in London, where Greek and Latin should 
be taught to one hundred and fifty-three boys — this number being that 
of the miraculous draught of fishes, still commemorated by the boys of 
the school wearing a silver fish as an emblem. A curious fact, typical 
of the man and his time, was that Colet intrusted the administration 
of his gift, not to the dean and chapter of St. Paul’s Cathedral, nor to 
the University of Oxford, but to the Honorable Company of Mercers. 
Church scholarship, like the royal administration, was pleased to have 
the support of the English merchants. The school’s syllabus was care- 
fully planned by its founder, to include the teaching not only of the 
mediaeval trivium — dialectic, grammar, rhetoric— but also Greek, Latin, 
and English. “No wonder,” wrote his friend, Thomas More, “that your 
school raises a storm, for it is like the wooden horse in which armed 
Greeks were hidden for the ruin of barbarous Troy.” The strange thing, 
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however, was that the builders of the wooden horse did not desire the 
ruin of Troy. 

Of Ck)let’s friends and followers, the most remarkable was Thomas 
More, who was at once a great administrator and a great writer, his 
Utopia being the best book of its age. Hostile towards warlike glory. 
More desired the death of the old chivalrous conceptions, and proclaimed 
a communistic mode of society, disdainful of gold, making work obli- 
gatory upon all, although limited to nine hours a day. Monkish asceticism 
he condemned, and believed in the excellence of human nature. And 
in his pictured utopia all religions were permitted, Christianity being 
given no peculiar privilege. These theoretic ideas of More have often 
been contrasted with his actual practice, and surprise caused by this 
prophet of tolerance having himself been an intolerant Chancellor, and 
at the last a martyr for Catholicism. But to create an imaginary country 
and to govern a real one are totally distinct activities, and the necessities of 
action are not those of untrammeled thought. 

The true aim of John Colct, of Thomas More, and of their friend 
Erasmus was the reformation of the Church, not by violence or persecu- 
tion, but by reason and enlightenment. The movement is best typified 
in Erasmus. Although born in Holland, he was far more European than 
Dutch. He scarcely knew his native tongue, but spoke and wrote in 
Latin. His books, translated into many languages, gave him an intellec- 
tual renown which so far impressed the Emperor Charles V, King 
Francis I of France, and King Henry VIII, that all three were rivals for 
his presence on their soil. His authority in Europe was greater even than 
that later enjoyed by Voltaire, or by any man of our own times. Twenty- 
four thousand copies of his Colloquies were sold, a prodigious figure for a 
Latin book in a sparsely peopled Europe where few could be counted 
as educated. The common tongue, Latin, facilitated friendships between 
the humanists of all nations. It was in Thomas More s house that Erasmus 
wrote his Pj'uise of Polly, and at Cambridge that he completed his great 
edition of the New Testament from the Latin and Greek texts. Nowhere 
did Erasmus find a more congenial air to breathe than in England. 
“When I listen to my friend Colet,” he said, “I fancy I hear Plato him- 
self. . . . Whose nature is so humane and charming as that of Thomas 
More?” If anything, it seems, these Englishmen were a little too saintly 
for him. Thomas More had banished austerity from his utopia, but in 
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this world wore a hair shirt; and when Erasmus stayed with Bishop 
John Fisher he admired his library but deplored the chilly draughts. 

Regarding these early English reformers, no error could be greater than 
to view them as precursors of an anti-Catholic movement. They simply 
wished to improve the spirit and morality of the clergy. But they en- 
countered strong currents of opinion which carried their disciples in- 
finitely farther away than they would themselves have desired. Sixteenth- 
century England was not anti-religious, but anti-clerical. A bishop in 
those days declared that, if Abel had been a priest, any Lx)ndon jury 
would have acquitted Cain. All the old grievances were still alive — ec- 
clesiastical courts, monastic wealth, episcopal luxury. The Papacy, too 
remote, sacrificed English interests to those of Continental princes whose 
proximity could exert a more direct force on Roman policy. English 
monarchs and statesmen were pained to see their sovereignty partially 
delegated to a foreign power which knew so little about their country. 
And since the days of Wycliflc, LoUardry was an underground force. In 
merchants’ lofts, in the taverns of Oxford and Cambridge, the English 
version of the Bible was read and commented upon by fervent voices. 
In the middle classes, under Wycliffite influence, centers of ascetic, in- 
dividualist morality had come into being, which in years to come would 
be rekindled and fanned into living flames. Here the doctrines of Luther 
would find a ready welcome, the ascetic teachings of Calvin still more. 

^The reign of Henry VII (1485-1509) favored the development of the 
studies and pondcrings of such reformers, as it was a reign of compara- 
tive peacefulness. These four-and-twenty years show few events of im- 
portance. But great sovereigns, like great statesmen, are often those who, 
like this first of the Tudors, are able to invest their names with a zone 
of silence. It is not by chance that under the rule of such men no grave 
incident arises. Especially in the early years of a dynasty or a regime 
does wisdom ordain quietude. If the Tudors contrived to strike solid 
roots, if local institutions became strong enough to supplant the ma- 
chinery of feudalism, this was due to the twenty-five years of peace at 
home and abroad which this cautious, mysterious progenitor gave to his 
country before the dramatic reigns of his son and grandchildren. J) 
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Henry VIII 


Fashion molds kings just as it imposes costume and custom. A great 
mediaeval king had to be courteous, chivalrous, stern, and devout; a great 
prince of the Renaissance was a cultured libertine, spectacular, and often 
cruel. Henry VIII had all those qualities, but they were translated into 
English: that is, his libertine life was conjugal, his culture was theological 
and sporting, his splendor was in good taste, his cruelty was legally cor- 
rect. So he remained in his subjects* eyes, despite his crimes, a popular 
sovereign. Even today he is defended by English historians. The grave 
Bishop Stubbs opines that the portraits of his wives explain, if they do 
not perhaps justify, his haste to eliminate them. Professor Pollard wonders 
why it is particularly blameworthy to have had six wives, when Catherine 
Parr had had four husbands and her brother-in-law, the Duke of Suffolk, 
four wives without anyone blaming them. Henry, he says, might have 
had many more than six mistresses without damaging his reputation. 
True enough; but Henry IV of France never had the necks of the fair 
Corisande or Gabrielle d’Estrees laid on the block. 

When Henry VIII succeeded his father in 1509, he was eighteen years of 
age, a fine athlete, proud of his person (immensely gratified when the 
Venetian ambassador told him that his calf was more shapely than 
Francis Fs), a capital bowman and tennis-player, a great horseman who 
could wear out ten horses in a day’s hunting. He had literary tastes, 
being well grounded at once in theology and the romances, composed 
poems, set his own hymns to music, and played the lute “divinely.” 
Erasmus knew him as a child, and was struck by his precocious intelli- 
gence. The new humanists found in him a friend. He brought Colet to 
London and appointed him a court preacher; he made the reluctant 
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Thomas More a courtier, and then his Chancellor; he asked Erasmus 
to accept a pulpit at Cambridge. It should be added that he was very 
devout, and that his Oxford friends, reformers though they were, had 
strengthened his respect for the Catholic faith(( Surprising as it may seem, 
he sought throughout his life to satisfy the scruples and fears of “a com- 
pletely mediaeval conscience.’^ 

Shortly after his accession the King married Catherine of Aragon, 
widow of his brother Arthur and a daughter of Ferdinand of Spain. 
She was neither his choice nor his love: it was a political marriage. To 
contemporary England, a secondary power, this Spanish alliance was both 
an honor and a safeguard, and when it was broken by the early death 
of Prince Arthur, the Council, in their anxiety to have Catherine as 
Queen, begged Henry to take her as his wife. But a text in Leviticus 
forbade the union of brother-in-law with sister-in-law, and a Papal 
bull had to be obtained in 1503; it had to be proved that Catherine’s first 
marriage had not been consummated. Witnesses were found to swear 
this, and on the day of the wedding with Henry she wore the hanging 
tresses of maidenhood. These facts assumed significance later, when the 
King sought to repudiate her^ At the beginning of his reign Henry took 
little part in governing, and left all authority to the Minister of his 
choice — Thomas Wolsey^ the son of a wealthy butcher in Ipswich, whom 
the Pope at Henry’s request appointed as a Cardinal. Vanity and ambition 
ruled Wolsey’s character. *'Ego et rex mens” he wrote to foreign sov- 
ereigns, which, it has been said, was sound Latinity but bad theory. His 
household was regal, with its four hundred servants, its sixteen chaplains, 
its own choirboys. To found the great college at Oxford, now known as 
Christ Church, and to compel admiration of his liberality, this archbishop 
did not scruple to rob the monasteries.' When Pope Leo X made him not 
only Cardinal, but Papal Legate in England as well, Wolsey held in 
his own hands the whole civil and ecclesiastical power in England.! Even 
the monks and friars, independent of the secular clergy, had to obey this 
Legate of Rome. He thus inured the English to the new idea of spiritual 
and temporal authority being both in one man’s hands. Intoxicated with 
power, Wolsey treated Rome with scorn; he had schemes for bribing 
the Sacred College and having himself elected Pope, threatening the 
Church with schism if he were not chosen. Such gestures of violence pre- 
pared the English Catholics for rupture with Rome, but neither the 
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Cardinal nor his royal master then supposed the break to be near. When 
Luther’s declaration was made public, the King himself wrote a refuta- 
tion which earned him the Papal title of Defender of the Faith (1521). 

Foreign affairs were Wolsey’s favorite concern. Abroad as in England, 
strong monarchies were then emerging from the feudal struggles. The 
Kings of France and Spain were by now the heads of great States: if one 
gained mastery and dominated Europe, where would England stand? 
The natural role of England was to maintain the balance of power on the 
Continent) This involved a shifting and apparently treacherous policy, 
which at first succeeded: Francis I and Charles V of Austria were rivals 
for the alliance of Henry VIII. On the Field of the Cloth of Gold, in 
1520, the Kings of France and England staged a contest in magnificence 
which was never to be equaled again. But to follow that meeting speedily, 
Wolsey had already prepared another— between his master and the Em- 
peror Charles. His duplicity even went so far as to cause his own dis- 
patches to be seized, so that he himself could countermand them in the 
name of the King. To one international conference he sent an ambassador 
provided with two contradictory sets of instructions, to be shown to the 
Spaniards and French, respectively. After a long show of favor for the 
French alliance, Wolsey at last chose that of the Emperor, because the 
English merchants so insisted. An interruption of trade with Spain and 
the Low Countries would have ruined the wool merchants and drapers. 
But trade is a bad counselor in diplomacy. By sacrificing Francis I, Eng- 
land upset the balance of power in favor of Charles V. After the battle 
of Pavia in 1525, the Emperor, sovereign of Spain, Italy, Germany, and 
the Low Countries, was the master of all Europe. In particular, he had 
the Pope within his grip; and this, by indirect ways, was to prove the 
undoing of Cardinal Wolsey. 

It is unjust towards Henry VIII to explain his divorce and the breach 
with Rome by his passion for the dark eyes of Anne Boleyn. He could 
easily have had Anne Boleyn without promising her marriage; but the 
problem before him was more complex. If England was to be spared 
a new War of the Roses (and dire memories of anarchy were still fresh 
in many minds), it seemed essential that the royal spouses should have 
a son. But Catherine, after frequent miscarriages, had produced only one 
daughter, Mary, born in 1516, and her health left small hope of her 
bearing other children. Could Mary Tudor be regarded as heiress to the 
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throne? The English Crown had been transmitted through the female 
line; Henry VII himself received it only through his mother. But since 
the Conquest the only woman who ruled had been Matilda, and two 
decades of disorder were a disheartening precedent. Dynastic and general 
interests demanded a son, and the King, eager to have this heir, began 
to wonder whether some evil star did not overhang his marriage. Had 
the Papal dispensation been valid? Henry was superstitiously ready to 
doubt it, after so many disappointments. But he still hesitated to divorce. 
Catherine was the aunt of Charles V, who would certainly side with 
her, and it was Henry’s cherished hope that the Emperor would marry 
Mary, to crown a great alliance. When Charles went back on his promises 
and chose as his consort an Infanta of Portugal, the King of England 
felt that he need not trouble further about the Emperor’s feelings. 

In love with the charming, merry, young Anne Boleyn, Henry VIII 
wished to marry her in order to have a lawful heir, and sought means 
of getting rid of Catherine of Aragon. Civil divorce was unknown, and 
in any case would not have helped the King. He had to petition Rome 
for the annulment of his marriage. This seemed easy enough, as the 
Pope had previously showed extreme latitude in such matters where 
crowned heads were concerned. Besides, if necessary, there was a plausi- 
ble case for annulment, although it was precisely this which had been 
set aside to enable the marriage to take place: Catherine had been her 
husband’s sister-in-law. True, a Papal bull had declared her second mar- 
riage valid; but might not a second bull sever those whom a bull had 
united, and could not fresh investigation plead that the marriage of 
Catherine and Arthur had after all been consummated ? The rumor spread 
that Henry doubted the lawfulness of his marriage, and had grave 
scruples of conscience about remaining illegally wedded. Wolsey was in- 
structed to negotiate with the Papal court, and immediately met with an 
opposition of a quite secular kind: Charles V, with Rome in his grasp, 
refused to let his aunt Catherine and his cousin Mary be sacrificed. The 
Pope, for his part, would have been ready enough to satisfy Henry, and 
send as Legate to England the Cardinal Campeggio, who was to hear 
the case along with Wolsey. The King supposed that the matter was 
setded, but Catherine appealed to Rome and induced the Pope to have 
the case heard in his own court. Henry’s annoyance this time was ex- 
treme, and Wolsey’s position became dangerous. Like all men with am- 
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bition, the Cardinal had enemies. A charge of pramumre, tantamount 
to treason, was made against him because, being an English subject, he 
had consented to be a Papal Legate and deal with matters pertaining 
to the King s court before a foreign tribunal. The charge was absurd, 
as the King himself had authorized and favored the nomination. But 
the Cardinal found no defenders; he had to give up all his wealth, and 
only mortal illness saved him from the scaffold. Human character always 
holds surprises: when this man of vaulting ambition died, it was found 
that under his robes he wore a hair shirt. 

^ith anxiety in his heart, Sir Thomas More took Wolsey’s place as 
Lord Chancellor. But the two men who at the moment had most author- 
ity with the King himself were chosen because, in this matter of the 
divorce, they brought a gleam of hope. The first was Thomas Cranmer, 
an ecclesiastic with whom Henry s secretary, Gardiner, had once had 
conversation, in the course of which he had said that the King need 
not pursue his case at Rome: all he needed was that some eminent theolo- 
gians should certify the nullity of his first marriage, and he could then 
take the moral responsibility of a fresh marriage with neither scruples 
nor danger. The King was delighted, had this ingenious ecclesiastic in- 
vited to the home of Anne Bolcyn’s father, and began to follow his 
advice by consulting the universities. Theologians, like lawyers, can make 
texts square with facts. From Oxford and Cambridge the desired opinions 
were produced by a little cajoling and intimidation; the University of 
Paris was favorable because it hated Charles V ; and the universities of 
northern Italy followed Paris. Before long the King was able to lay be- 
fore Parliament the opinions of eight learned societies, agreeing that a 
marriage with a deceased brother’s widow was null and void, and that 
not even the Pope could in such a case grant dispensation. Members of 
Parliament were requested to report these facts to their constituencies and 
to describe generally the scruples of the King. Henry, indeed, felt that 
the country was opposed to the divorce. As he went through the streets 
men called out to him to keep Catherine, and the women referred in- 
solently to Anne Boleyn. But time was going by. Anne was expecting a 
child, who ought to be the desired heir and must therefore be born in 
wedlock. The gentle, malleable Cranmer was appointed Archbishop of 
Canterbury, and secretly married the King and Anne in January, 1533. 
At Easter the marriage was made public; Anne was crowned, Henry 
excommunicated. The breach with Rome had come. ) 
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Schism and Persecution 


The rupture would have been less crude if Henry VIII had not had other 
counselors besides More and Cranmer. The former, a man of fine con- 
science, would have accepted only wise and temperate reform; Cranmer, 
too weak to be harmful, would have talked and temporized. It was 
Thomas Cjro mwcll who played the Narcissus to this Nero, the lago to this 
Othello. A small, squat man, ugly and hard, with a porcine face, narrow 
eyes, a mischievous mouth, he began life at Putney as a wool merchant 
and fuller; travel in Flanders and Italy taught him the arts of trading, 
the new political ideas, and made him a fervent reader of Italian books 
on statecraft. On his return he became a moneylender, and a favored 
servant of Cardinal Wolsey. Cromwell was highly intelligent, vulgar but 
witty, and had in him neither scruples nor religion. Rival theologies were 
of no account to him, but he was conquered by the theory of State su- 
premacy. When he met the King he advised him to follow the example 
of the German princes who had broken with Rome^ England should 
no longer have two masters or twofold systems of justice and taxation.^ 
As the Pope refused to confirm the repudiation of Catherine, the King 
should not bow, but must make the Church his servant. Henry VIII 
despised Cromwell; he always called him “the wool-carder,” and ill- 
treated him. But he made use of his skill, his servility, and his strength. 
The wool-carder became within a few years Master of the Rolls, Lord 
Privy Seal, Vicar-General of the Church, Lord Great Chamberlain, a 
Knight of the Garter, and Earl of Essex. 

The spoliation of the Church was according to law, and Henry VIII 
respected parliamentary forms. The Parliament of 1529, which sat for 
seven years, voted all the special measures put before it by the Crown. 
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To begin with, the clergy were informed that, like Wolsey, they had 
violated the Statute of Praemunire, in agreeing to recognize the authority 
of the Cardinal as Legate. As amends for this offense they had to pay a 
fine of two million pounds, grant the King the title of Protector and 
Supreme Head of the Church, and abolish the annates, or first fruits of 
ecclesiastical benefices and posts, which had previously been paid to the 
Pope. (They were, in fact, appropriated to Henry’s use.) The Parliament 
then voted successively the Statute of Appeals, forbidding appeals to 
Rome, the \Act of Supremacy), making the King the sole and supreme 
head of the Church of England, giving him spiritual as well as lay juris- 
diction, as also the right to reform and suppress error and heresy; and 
lastly the Act of Succession, which annulled the first marriage, deprived 
children born thereof of their rights to the throne in favor of the off- 
spring of Anne Boleyn, and obliged all the King’s subjects to swear 
that they accepted the religious validity of the divorce. It may be won- 
dered how a Catholic Parliament voted these measures confirming the 
schism, in which the Pope was referred to merely as “Bishop of Rome.” 
But it should be borne in mind that there was the deepest respect for 
the King’s person and will; that the nascent nationalism of England 
had long been intolerant of foreign jurisdiction; that the Papacy was 
regarded as an ally of Spain and France; that, apart from the national 
sentiment, a strong anti-clerical prejudice demanded, not the ruination of 
the Church, but the abolition of Church tribunals and the seizure of 
monastic wealth; and lastly, that new social classes ignorant of Latin, 
the quickening strength of the nation, had learned to read printed books, 
that lay clerks had become as numerous as those in holy orders, and 
that many men desired an English Prayer Book and an English Bible, 
much in the way that they had replaced the Roman de la Rose by The 
Canterbury Tales. The Reformation in England was not only a sovereign’s 
caprice, but also the religious manifestation of an insular and linguistic 
nationalism which had long been germinating. 

A Church with ten or twelve centuries behind it has deep roots, and 
the most powerful of monarchs could not wrench them up without a 
struggle. With a few exceptions, bishops and priests showed remarkable 
pliability. They had long been affected by the growing strength of na- 
tional sentiment, and the English prelates were on the whole statesmen 
rather than churchmen. The House of Lords, where they sat, voted all 
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the reforms without protest. The higher clergy, it has been remarked, 
were pervaded by a sort of pre-Anglicanism. The lesser clergy were poor 
and felt some measure of security in becoming a body of State officials; 
they had been influenced by Lollard teachings, and had never gladly 
accepted the celibacy of their order. When the oath was submitted to all, 
and it became treasonable to deny the chastity and sanctity of the mar- 
riage between Henry and Anne, and to acknowledge the supremacy of 
“the Bishop of Rome who usurps the title of Pope,” nearly all the priest- 
hood swore to it. But the Lord Chancellor, Sir Thomas More, and 
Bishop John Fisher refused to recant the articles of Catholic faith. Both 
were beheaded, the Bishop reading from St. John’s Gospel before his 
death, and More declaring at the scaffold’s foot that he died “the King’s 
good servant, but God’s first.” The severed heads of these two great men, 
now sanctified by their Church, rotted on spikes at the end of London 
Bridge. This divorce comedy was becoming a hideous tragedy, and a reign 
of terror set in. Numerous monks were hanged, drawn, and quartered. 
In some counties the Catholics were inflamed with just horror when they 
heard of these human butcheries, and rose in revolt. But they were crushed. 
Rome had excommunicated Henry VIII; but what mattered that sentence 
to a monarch who had deliberately set himself outside the pale of the 
Church Sanctions would have been necessary, and the Pope tried to 
induce the Catholic sovereigns, Francis I and Charles V, to apply them. 
But both declined, reluctant to quarrel with England, whom they re- 
quired for their diplomatic chess-board. Thus shielded from the Pope 
by the dissensions of the Catholic sovereigns, and at the same time re- 
spected by his Parliament and flattered by his national Church, Henry VIII 
was able to continue his outrages with impunity. 

The refusal of the monks to accept the oath rejoiced the heart of 
Thomas Cromwell, who had long been pondering their undoing. England 
contained about twelve hundred monastic houses, owning vast domains. 
Confiscation of their property would enrich the King and the liquidators. 
The popular wave of feeling against the monks, and widespread legends 
of their vices, would silence their defenders. These legends were ex- 
aggerated, and to a great extent completely untrue; the day was to come 
when, after the dissolution of the monasteries, their old tenants who so 
often had maligned them regretted their passing. But Cromwell, ap- 
pointed as Vicar-General with the right of visitation, compiled huge 
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records of the monks’ misdeeds, and by revealing these “atrocities” to 
Parliament procured the dissolution, first, of the smaller monasteries, and 
then of all religious houses/ Religious and fiscal functionaries began the 
visitation of the monasteries. Formalities of law required the monks to 
make a “voluntary renunciation,” and a Dr. John London especially 
became famous for his skill in speedily inducing a “voluntary” spirit. 
When the deed was signed the King took possession of the abbey, sold 
its contents, and gave, or more often sold or rented, the domain to some 
great lord, whose loyalty to the new Church thus became assured. The 
sales ruined the monks. Manuscripts were sometimes bought by grocers to 
parcel their wares: “old books in the choir: 6 pence,” ran the inventory 
of one library. Some of the despoiled clerks were granted leave to exercise 
the functions of the secular priesthood; others received a pension of a 
few shillings; large numbers left England for Ireland, Scotland, or the 
Low Countries. In five years’ time the liquidation of monastic property 
was completed, bringing much to the royal treasury, and enriching those 
to whom the King handed over the abbeys or those who bought them 
cheap. Tlie political outcome of these measures was analogous with those 
seen in France when the national properties were sold after the Revolu- 
tion of 1789. The purchasers became accomplices. Fear of a return of 
the former owners gave the new religious regime tlie support of a rich 
and powerful class. Flenceforward self-interest and doctrine would con- 
spire against a counter-attack from Roman Catholicism. 

The Credo of this new Church was for a long time vague. If the hands 
of Cromwell, Cranmer, and Latimer had been free, they would have 
linked it to the Lutheran body. After his war on convents, Cromwell 
began one against images. Latimer burned statues of the Blessed Virgin, 
while Cranmer scrutinized relics, in particular the blood of St. Thomas 
Becket, which he suspected of being red ocher. St. Thomas, a manifest 
traitor to his king, was struck from the calendar of saints, and Crom- 
well’s emissaries despoiled his shrine at Canterbury. But Henry VIII, like 
his people, had instinct, and knew that although Englishmen had often 
been hostile to the monks and the ecclesiastical courts, they were in gen- 
eral unlikely to welcome the innovations of the Protestants. Henry him- 
self clung to his title of Defender of the Faith, and to his claim to be the 
head of a “Catholic” Church; but he wanted this, contradictory though it 
seemed, to be a national Catholicism. His persecution of the loyalists of 
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the ancient faith was followed bY^on^ no less vigorous, of the Protestants. 
The first printer of an English Bible, Tyndalc, was sent to the stake, 
and others perished likewise for denying Transubstantiation. After sev- 
eral attempts at formulating an Anglican creed, Henry brought the House 
of Lords to pass the^jSix Articles, \ which affirmed the truth of Tran- 
substantiation, the neealessness of communion in both kinds, the validity 
of vows of chastity, the excellence of clerical celibacy, and approved con- 
fession and private Masses.) Flagrant contravention was punishable by 
the stake, and not even recantation would save the guilty. The Protestant 
bishops, such as Latimer, had to resign. Cranmer, who had been secretly 
married since before the Reformation, and was reputed to take his wife 
about in a perforated trunk, had to send her to Germany. It may seem 
surprising that the English people accepted the idea of granting religious 
infallibility to an elected Parliament. But the craving for stability, as 
well as indifference and terror, account for a strange degree of com- 
pliance. 

had required a schism to rupture Henry’s first marriage; an ax 
sufficed to sunder the second. Poor Anne Boleyn made two mistakes; 
instead of the expected heir, she produced a daughter, Elizabeth, then a 
stillborn son; and she deceived the King. For these crimes her pretty head 
was slashed off. Within a few days, clad in white, Henry married Jane 
Seymour. The obsequious Cranmer, on the faith of certain confidences of 
the dead woman, had annulled the second marriage, and the Princess 
Elizabeth, like Mary before her, became a bastard. Jane Seymour had a 
son, who was to reign as Edward VI, but she died in childbed. Cromwell, 
ever anxious to bring the King closer to the Lutherans, suggested a fresh 
matrimonial alliance, this time with a German princess, Anne of Cleves. 
The man of affairs sought to play the role of matchmaker; but the wife 
proved distasteful and the experiment cost Cromwell his life. Henry’s 
fifth wife, Catherine Howard, also went to the block for infidelity to her 
lord. His sixth, Catherine Parr, survived him. The reign ended in blood. 
Absolute power releases a man’s worst instincts. Henry VIII brought 
judicial murder upon Protestants and Catholics, upon the aged Countess 
of Salisbury. Even Cranmer felt his head endangered; but Henry seems 
to have felt genuine affection for this man who placed an almost naive 
confidence in his terrifying king. Cranmer it was who knelt at Henry s 
deathbed (i547)> bidding him at the last put his trust in God and Jesus 
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Christ. Whereupon the King clasped the archbishop’s hand and breathed 
his last. 

It is hard to avoid a sense of horror in contemplating the reign of 
Henry VIII. In vain are we assured that he reorganized the fleet, built 
great arsenals, established a school of pilots, annexed Wales and pacified 
Ireland. No temporal successes can obliterate those scaffolds on Tower 
Hill or darken the flames of Smithfield. The excuse is proffered that 
these dire penalties struck at only a minority. What matter? So much 
cruelty could not be necessary. It may seem true that the separation of an 
insular State from a universal Church had become almost inevitable. The 
Papacy had been able to exercise a vast political and juridical power in 
Europe for ten centuries, because the collapse of the Roman Empire 
had left the various countries with weak civil power and divided sover- 
eignty. As soon as strong States came into being, the collision became 
fatal. When France, in her turn, came at a much later date to experience 
these conflicts, an age of milder manners had arrived, and the divorce 
of Church and State could be effected without bloodshed and without a 
religious rupture with Rome. The Church of England owed one ad- 
vantage to the premature loss of prerogatives which the Churches of the 
Continent retained for three or four centuries longer — namely, the almost 
complete absence of an anti-clerical movement in England. The rival 
Churches in England were to engage in mutual struggles during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but no political party dared to call 
itself anti-religious. 
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Edward VI: the Protestant Reaction 


A STRANGE trio, the children of Henry VIII. The heir to the throne, Ed- 
ward VI, son of Jane Seymour, was a solemn, precocious little boy who 
read ten chapters of the Bible every day and was styled by the reformers 
“a new Josiah.” Mary, daughter of Catherine of Aragon, was already thirty- 
one. She was beginning to look faded, with the pallor of her round face 
accentuated by the red hair, and she seemed sickly and gloomy. More 
proud of being a descendant of the kings of Spain than of being the 
King of England’s daughter, she remained a fervent Catholic, surrounded 
by priests and spending her life in the chapel. Anne Boleyn’s daughter, 
Elizabeth, was a slight girl of fourteen, quite pretty, well built, very 
vivacious, and showing the traditional Tudor fondness for classical cul- 
ture. Latin she wrote as well as English, spoke French and Italian, and, 
according to one of her tutors, read more Greek in one day than a canon 
read Latin in a week. Being a Protestant like her half-brother Edward, 
though with less conviction, she was on terms of real understanding with 
the boy King, and they both stood together in opposition to Mary, on 
whose Masses he soon laid a ban. Mary retorted that she would lay her 
head on the block rather than submit to such an order. The Council 
recalled that she was a cousin of Charles V and deemed it imprudent 
to press the matter. 

The religious problem had not been solved by the schism. Whilst some 
counties were regretting Catholicism, London was stirred up by Protestant 
preachers like Latimer and desired a more complete reformation. Most 
Englishmen were ready to accept a compromise which, while maintaining 
the essential rites familiar to them, would have loosed all ties with Rome. 
The Archbishop of Canterbury, Cranmer, continued to waver nervously 
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between Lutheran and Roman views. But it was he who gave the Church 
of England its Book of Common Prayer, written in truly admirable 
prose, to which he himself contributed litanies and collects, and so enabled 
that Church to acquire in succession to the Church of Rome that aesthetic 
potency without which a religion has little hold over the souls of men. 
Anti-Catholic persecutions continued. In the churches walls were white- 
washed, stained glass broken, the crucifix replaced by the royal ’scutcheon. 
All symbolic ceremonies were abolished: the consecrated bread, the holy 
water, the adoration on Good Friday, all vanished. Lent, however, was 
to be observed, in order to help the sale of fish. In 1547 the marriage of 
the clergy was autliorized and Cranmer was able to recall his wife. The 
Act of Uniformity, voted by Parliament, obliged all churches to use the 
Book of Common Prayer and observe the same ritual. But even this uni- 
formity had a variety of forms. The Privy Council, laymen more Protes- 
tant than the Archbishop, touched up the Prayer Book. Kneeling, pre- 
scribed by Cranmer in the first edition, was attacked by zealots as a 
superstitious practice, and in the second was proscribed. How were men 
to grow used to this rigorous yet shifting orthodoxy? 

These far-reaching changes were painful to simple souls, who clung to 
the rites which for a thousand years had been woven into the pattern of 
their ancestors’ and their own lives. The Cornish peasants, who spoke a lan- 
guage of their own, rose in revolt because London sought to impose on 
them a Prayer Book written in a tongue unknown to them. Cranmer re- 
torted that they did not know Latin, either; but Cranmer, the professor 
and theologian, did not know the peasantry. These people knew the sense, 
if not the literal meaning, of their traditional prayers. Besides, the revolt 
was then agrarian as well as religious. It was a time of deep popular dis- 
content. Unemployment, almost unknown in the mediaeval economy, was 
becoming a grave evil. Its causes were manifold. The enforced disbanding 
of the lords’ armed men in the opening years of the century had sent thou- 
sands of soldiers tramping the roads with no craft or trade. Agricultural 
laborers found work scarce. At the time of the Black Death some of the 
great landowners began to breed and graze sheep instead of growing grain, 
and this needed fewer hands. During the sixteenth century many squires 
made bold to inclose parts of the common meadows and heaths, in order to 
keep their flocks. This process of “inclosures” deprived peasants of their 
land, workers of their work. Everywhere hedges rose up — ^“the new gyse.” 
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Naturally, it pleased the big landowners. Ever since Spain’s discovery of 
the silver mines in South America prices in Europe had been rising. The 
squire, who paid dearly for any purchases, still received fixed rents from 
his farmers. But the demand for wool was limitless and its prices were 
high. The temptation was strong, and by 1550 the landowners were yield- 
ing to it all the more readily because the dissolution of the monasteries 
and the sale of their property had created a whole new regiment of coun- 
try gentlemen. The mental attitude of these new owners of the soil was 
very different from that of a thirteenth-century lord. The latter only asked 
that the land should provide him with a certain number of knights, but 
the new capitalist demanded interest on his capital. He made agriculture 
a business, and, as it has been said, the ewes turned the sand into gold. 
What mattered these peasants whom he scarcely knew by sight ? His son, 
and his grandson in particular, would one day become squires with a 
sense of duty; but every first generation is merciless. By the time of 
King Henry’s death the peasants were murmuring. 

The Privy Council saw danger ahead, and tried in vain to intervene. 
Some laws ordered the restoration of destroyed farms and the renewed 
cultivation of arable land; others forbade any single man to own more 
than 2,000 head of sheep. (Some landowners had flocks of 24,000.) But 
the law was lamed by trickery. The owner kept his sheep in the names 
of his wife, or children, or servants; instead of rebuilding a farm, a sym- 
bolic room was newly plastered in the ruins; a symbolic furrow was 
plowed and the commissioners were assured that the fields were tilled. 
In any case, these commissioners were justices of the peace, themselves 
landowners, and often delinquent ones. They closed their eyes. In some 
counties the villagers waxed wroth and tore down the gentry’s hedges. 
In Norfolk Robert Kett, a small landowner who was also a tanner and a 
man of advanced ideas, put himself at the head of the peasants to sally 
out and destroy the hedges of a hated neighbor. Immediately rebellion 
swept across the discontented countryside. Leading 16,000 men, Kett occu- 
pied the city of Norwich. But the revolt was in vain, as neither the peas- 
ants nor their leaders knew clearly what they wanted. It ended as all 
risings then ended, in a bloody butchery and in Kett’s execution. But 
it was one of many other symptoms of disease. 

During the minority of Edward VI the regency was in the hands of his 
uncle, Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, the brother of Jane Seymour. 
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The most conspicuous of his qualities was his tolerance. But he was held 
responsible for these agrarian disturbances. His pride offended the court- 
iers; his demagogy perturbed the landlords; the merchant class was 
shocked by his swelling coffers; the zealots disliked his comparative for- 
bearance. The landed aristocracy, led by the Earl of Warwick, took for- 
feit of his head. The strange boy King, his impassivity matching his piety, 
noted in his journal his uncle’s execution in the Tower between eight and 
nine o’clock in the morning of January 22, 1552, and set down his faults : 
“ambition, vainglory, entering into rash wars in my youth . . . enriching 
himself of my treasure, following his own opinion, and doing all by his 
own authority.” Warwick, later Duke of Northumberland, became chief 
of the council of regency, and pursued the persecution of the Catholics 
more vigorously than Somerset. Edward VI then fell ill, and when it was 
clear that his sickness was mortal, Northumberland, in apprehension of 
the Crown coming to the Spanish and Romanist Mary, put forward the 
claims of Lady Jane Grey, a great-granddaughter of Henry VII, and 
married her to his own son. He made the dying King sign a testament 
in favor of Lady Jane. 

This hapless young woman, an unwilling usurper, was proclaimed 
Queen by Northumberland, who marched on London. But Mary was not 
ihe woman to be brushed aside unprotesting. The Spanish ambassador 
wrote to Charles V that she was so ardent and resolute that if he bade 
her cross the Channel in a washtub, she would make the venture. A true 
Spaniard, she had a soldier’s courage and a fanatical devoutness. She had 
only to show herself to conquer, and the glamour of her father’s name 
was as a shield. Vfhe Catholics, still vigorous, welcomed their deliverance 
at her hands; she promised impartiality to the Protestantspand the numer- 
ous masses of indifferent men were weary of a regime which confiscated 
their property for the benefit of private exploiters on the pretext of re- 
forming Church ritual. Bonfires blazed when Mary appeared in London, 
and the counties sent troops to her. The Council, startled by what it 
had done, sent a herald and four trumpeters to proclaim her Queen in 
the City. She made a triumphal entry, her sister Elizabeth riding along- 
side her. Even Northumberland, hearing of these events, waved his hat 
in the air and cried “Long live Queen Mary!” But he acclaimed her a 
few days too late. He was imprisoned in the Tower and beheaded. The 
girl who had been his toy, poor Lady Jane Grey, had to wait six months 
before the same ax fell. 
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Mary T udor and the Catholic Reaction 


Mary Tudor is a lamentable example of the ravages that may be wrought 
in a woman’s soul by the conjunction of love, bigotry, and absolute power. 
She protested that she would sooner lose ten crowns than imperil her 
soul. But she was a Catholic in a country where the generation now at- 
taining manhood had been born out of the Roman allegiance, and where 
the capital city, the center of gravity, had very strong Protestant leanings. 
It has been said that, if Paris was worth a Mass, London was worth a 
sermon. But Henry IV of France was a statesman, and Mary Tudor a 
believer. Now although the majority of the nation still hankered after 
the old ceremonial and desired a return to the “national” Catholicism 
of Henry VIII, the same majority retained its hatred of Rome. In par- 
ticular, those who had acquired Church property, a rich and powerful 
clan, dreaded an act of submission to the Pope, which would cost them 
dear, and the married priests feared a return to the old faith, which 
would have compelled them to choose between their cures and their 
wives. A dexterous sovereign might have turned these conflicting desires 
to good account in coming to terms. The English had already received 
so many dogmas from the Tudors that they might easily have accepted 
a few supplementary clauses to please a daughter of King Henry; /but 
in her uncompromising zeal Mary wished to impose, not to negotiate. 
During the long and painful years of her youth religion had been her 
one consolation. She was ready to undergo martyrdom to bring her 
people back to Rome. Through her first Parliament she re-established the 
Latin Mass and expelled married priests from the Church. Her sister 
Elizabeth, the crowning hope of the Protestants, felt herself threatened, 
and came tearfully to ask the Queen to have her instructed in the true re- 
ligion. To Mary this conversion was affecting and delectable; but the 
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Spanish ambassador took a sceptical view, as he viewed this adroit and 
reserved princess with more perspicacity. 

The abrupt return to Papacy was the Queen’s first rash step; her mar- 
riage completed her alienation from the people. Parliament had good 
reason for dreading the influence of a foreign king, and respectfully 
prayed Mary to marry an Englishman. The Council and the nation had 
chosen for her young Edward Courtenay, a great-grandson of Edward IV. 
She denied their right to limit her matrimonial choice. In her earlier 
years she had shown some affection for an Englishman, Reginald Pole, 
like herself of royal blood. But Pole quarreled with her father over the 
divorce, went into exile at Rome, and had there become a Cardinal. He 
was now to return to be Archbishop of Canterbury. Mary’s only willing 
choice in England was accordingly ruled out. The Spanish ambassador, 
Renard, who had great influence with her, thereupon broached a plan 
of Charles V, who offered Mary the hand of his son Philip. When Renard 
put forward the idea of this match, she laughed not once, but several 
times, with a glance showing him that the project was pleasing to her. 
And in subsequent conversation she swore that she had never felt the 
pricks of love, and had never considered marriage except since it had 
pleased God to set her on the throne, and that her marriage, when it took 
place, would be against her own affection and out of respect for the 
common weal. But she begged Renard to assure the Emperor Charles of 
her desire to obey him in all matters, as if he were her own father. Al- 
though these negotiations were kept secret, their purpose was guessed by 
the Queen’s Ministers, to their perturbation. If an alliance were made 
between England, a weak and lately schismatic nation, and Spain, ortho- 
dox and all-powerful, what would be the fate of England ? The kingdom 
would become subject to a formidable monarch. The English heretics 
already feared the courts of the Inquisition and the auto-da-fe, as frequent 
in Madrid as bull-fights. But, alas, as soon as this virgin of thirty-six 
beheld a portrait of the handsome Spanish prince, she fell passionately in 
love. Everything conspired to heighten her passion for him; by marrying 
Philip she would satisfy at once her pride in being a Spanish princess, 
her Catholic beliefs, and her strong and unsatisfied desires. One night in 
her oratory, after several times reciting the Veni Creator, she vowed to 
marry Philip and no one else. 

The Spanish ambassador melted down four thousand gold coins, and 
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had chains forged of this gold for distribution to members of the Council. 
Was his action symbolic? The Councilors were converted to the idea of 
the marriage by gifts, arguments, and promises, but nevertheless they ad- 
vised prudence in action. Philip must respect the laws of England; if 
Mary died, he could have no claim to the Crown; a son born of the 
marriage would inherit the thrones of England, Burgundy, and the Low 
Countries; and Philip must pledge himself never to draw England into 
his wars against France. It was a sound treaty, but what real safeguards 
did it offer against a woman in love? The English people, hostile to 
foreigners and very hostile to Spaniards, showed their displeasure at once. 
The envoys sent by Charles V to negotiate the marriage were pelted with 
snowballs by London urchins, who played games of “the Queen’s mar- 
riage” in the streets, the boy who played the Spanish prince being hanged. 
And in several counties revolt broke out. Sir Thomas Wyatt marched on 
London, but her faith and her love seemed to make Mary invincible. Her 
Ministers sought to make her take refuge in the Tower; but she remained 
at Whitehall, smiling, and, thanks to the spell of the Tudors, gained so 
ample a victory that nobody again ventured to raise a voice against the 
Spanish marriage. Rebels were hanged by the dozen. After which came 
the arrival of the Spanish prince. His father had described the pride of 
Englishmen, and bade him doff his Castilian arrogance. Philip did his 
best to be ingratiating, not without success. The London merchants were 
impressed by the procession through the city of twenty carts of bullion 
from the gold-mines of America; seeing which deposited in the Tower, 
the merchants felt convinced that at any rate Philip had not come to rob 
them. On one point Philip remained intractable: there must be a recon- 
ciliation with Rome. He would rather not reign at all than reign over 
heretics. The Pope was advised of this, and sent over Cardinal Pole as 
his Legate to receive the submission of England. The gold bars in the 
Tower helped to prepare the minds of the noble families for this great 
event. 

The Papal Legate landed. Philip and Mary declared that he had been 
created by Providence for this mission, which he certainly accomplished 
with the utmost tact. Pole combined the subtlety of a Roman prelate with 
the aloof shyness of a great English lord. His modesty, notwithstanding 
his high reputation, had led him to live at Rome a life of self-effacement 
from which he was now emerging for the first time. It pleased him that 
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the password of the guard at Calais was ‘‘Long lost, and found again. . . 
At Dover he was enthusiastically welcomed. It was known that the Pope 
had undertaken that the holders of ecclesiastical property should remain 
in possession. “What could not be sold,” he said, “can be given, to save so 
many souls.” Parliament assembled at Whitehall to receive the Legate, 
and there in a lengthy speech he reviewed the history of the schism, and 
a few days later granted plenary absolution for the past. Both Houses 
received this kneeling. England was made whole. 

The Queen believed herself pregnant. When the day of confinement 
came and the bells were already pealing, the doctors realized that the 
pregnancy had been a manifestation of nervous imagination. This was a 
painful blow to Mary. Her mental state caused anxiety. Philip had left 
for Spain, declaring that his absence would be brief; but she had felt his 
vexation at this ridiculous fiasco of the confinement, and also at the atti- 
tude of Parliament, who refused to let him participate in power. This 
Queen who had astonished people in her unwedded days by her courage, 
had become feeble and disheartened since being in love. The cruelty of 
her persecution of the Protestants, which gave her the name of “Bloody” 
Mary, is doubtless partly explicable by a mental disorder which came very 
near to madness. Such rigorous action did not come from Philip’s coun- 
sel. The burning of heretics, he thought, was excellent in Spain and the 
Netherlands; but in England prudence called for patience. Mary had none. 
On January 20, 1555, the law against heresy was restored; two days later 
the commissions began their sessions; on February 3rd the first married 
priest was burned at Smithfield. About three hundred Protestants were 
martyred at the stake. So hideous was the torture that the bystanders 
sought to shorten it by attaching bags of gunpowder to the necks of 
victims. And on this even the executioners, in their distress, turned a 
blind eye. 

Some of these men died sublimely. The aged Latimer, who had been a 
great Protestant preacher, was burned at Oxford at the same time as Dr. 
Ridley. Recantation might easily have saved his life, but when the doc- 
trinal debate which always preceded the punishment was opened, he re- 
plied that he had sought in vain in the Gospels for the Mass. “Play the 
man, Master Ridley,” he said to his companion in the ordeal when the 
chains tied them both to the stake, “we shall this day light such a candle, 
by God’s grace, in England as I trust shall never be put out.” At the mo- 
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merit of paying the forfeit, Cranmer, who during his life had so often 
been weak and vacillating, and had even renounced his beliefs in prison, 
recovered all his courage and abjured his recantation. 

The accounts of these sacrifices were collected by a Protestant writer, 
John Foxe, in his Boo\ of Martyrs, which long held a place beside the 
Bible in English homes. Mary’s persecution gave the Protestants some- 
thing which hitherto they had lacked — ^a sentimental and heroic tradition. 
The Catholic victims of Henry VIII had moved the mass of English 
people less, because so many of them had been monks or friars, and there- 
fore exceptional beings. But Mary’s victims, save for a few ecclesiastics, 
were ordinary men and women, and in a country where diversity of opin- 
ion had become so great, every man felt himself threatened. Hatred of 
the Queen and the Spaniards rose higher. Despite his pledges, Philip 
drew his Queen into a war against France, and the campaign cost Eng- 
land the stronghold of Calais. ‘‘May God preserve Mistress Elizabeth!” 
murmured the subjects of Mary Tudor. And Mary meanwhile was a 
dying woman, abandoned by all. Even Pope Paul IV had sided against 
her and against Spain. Once more she believed herself to be with child, 
but it was only the dropsy. On November 17, 1558, within a few hours 
of each other, Queen Mary and her cousin. Cardinal Pole, left this world. 
For a whole month she had been almost alone. The whole court had 
gathered round Princess Elizabeth.'^ 
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Elizabeth and the Anglican Compromise 


The accession of Elizabeth was greeted by the English people with almost 
unanimous joy. After their dread of Spanish tyranny, it was a relief to 
hail a Queen free of any foreign link. Not since the Norman Conquest 
had England had a sovereign so purely English in blood. Through her 
father Elizabeth was descended from the traditional kings; through her 
mother, from native gentry. Throughout her reign she flirted with her 
people. It has been said that the Tudor monarchy was as fully absolute 
as that of Louis XIV or the Empire of the Csesars; it has been recalled that 
Elizabeth led her Parliaments on a halter, that her warrants were like 
lettres de cachet^ that her judges tortured accused parties in defiance of 
the law of the land. But Louis XIV and Tiberius had armies at their 
bidding to compel their will. Elizabeth, like her father and grandfather 
before her, had only a guard which the City militia could easily have put 
to route. She was strong only because she was loved, or at least was 
preferred to others. Threatened by a Spanish invasion, she summoned 
“not a high Constable, nor the head of her army (which she did nuc 
possess), but the lord mayor of London.” She asked him for fifteen ships 
and five thousand men, and was informed that the City would be happy 
to offer Her Majesty ten thousand men and thirty ships. Nearly all the 
kingdom showed equal loyalty. The few risings were easily repressed, and 
deemed criminal by the people at large. At a time when nearly every 
kingdom in Europe was torn by religious strife, or stifled by terrors, she 
enjoyed showing the foreign ambassadors how she trusted her subjects. 
She forced her coach into the heart of the crowd, stood up, and talked 
with those surrounding it. “God save Your Majesty!” they cried. And 
“God save my people!” she answered. Whether in London, or on her 
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yearly journeys from town to town, she was continually on display, alert, 
quick-tongued, erudite, with compliments for a mayor on his Latin, for 
a housewife on her cooking. “She swore, she spat,” writes Lytton Strachey, 
“she struck with her fist when she was angry; she roared with laughter 
when she was amused. . . . Her response to every stimulus was imme- 
diate and rich: to the folly of the moment, to the clash and horror of 
great events, her soul leaped out with a vivacity, an abandonment, a com- 
plete awareness of the situation, which made her, which makes her still, 
a fascinating spectacle.” 

Her strength had many secrets j(^the most effective was a swift intuition 
of what could please her people^ There was also a sense of economy 
worthy of King Henry VII. Avarice, a vice in subjects, is a virtue in 
princes. The people asked few liberties of Elizabeth, because she asked 
them for little money. Her annual budget did not reach 500,000. Being 
^oor, and also because she was a woman, and not cruel, she disliked war. 
iOccasionally she engaged in war, successfully, but she never ran to meet 
danger, avoid it she was ready to lie, to swear to an ambassador that 
she was totally ignorant of a matter which had really been engaging all 
her attention, or, in the last resort, to shift the discussion on to a senti- 
mental plane where her sex helped her to win her way. “This country,” 
wrote the Spanish ambassador, “has fallen into the hands of a woman 
who is a daughter of the devil and the greatest scoundrels and heretics 
in the land.” For vast schemes she had little liking, and shared the view 
of her subjects that life should be lived from day to day. Englishmen, 
even in the Middle Ages, had never liked the Crusades; they preferred 
to provide subsidies for others to engage in them. Certain of Elizabeth’s 
counselors would have liked to thrust her into a league of Protestant 
nations. She tacked sharply, and slipped out of it at the last by lending 
money and a few regiments. Her strength lay in withholding herself from 
force. “She found herself” (to quote Strachey again) “a sane woman in a 
universe of violent maniacs, between contending forces of terrific intensity 
— the rival nationalisms of France and Spain, the rival religions of Rome 
and Calvin; for years it had seemed inevitable that she should be crushed 
by one or other of them, and she had survived because she had been able 
to meet the extremes around her with her own extremes of cunning and 
prevarication.” Expedition or conquest, whichever it might be, she pre- 
ferred to leave the responsibility for any bloodshed to others, and if in 
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doubt, to stand aside. Her reign was far from being unstained by in- 
justice; but probably she did as little harm as possible in a difficult time. 

On one point, and one only, she always opposed her people’s will. The 
Commons pressed her to marry. It seemed urgent to insure the succession. 
So long as the Queen had no heir, her life and the national religion were 
imperiled. The murder of Elizabeth would suffice to give the throne to 
the Catholic Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, the great-granddaughter of 
Henry VII and wife of the French Dauphin. It was a temptation to 
fanatics^ But Elizabeth refused to consider marriage. Kings and princes 
paid their court in vain. With one and all she played the same game of 
coquetry, agreeable messages, poetic and sometimes bold flirtation, but 
every time she ended matters by slipping out of the long-drawn game. 
In this way she tantalized Philip II, Prince Eric of Sweden, the Arch- 
dukes Ferdinand and Charles of Austria, the Duke of Alen^on, not to 
mention those handsome Englishmen whom she liked so well — Leicester, 
Essex, and Raleigh, courtiers, soldiers, and poets, to whom she granted 
great freedom and incomplete caresses, until the moment came when the 
woman became again the Queen, and sent them to the Tower. What 
did she want,^ To die a virgin? Or was she a virgin? Ever since her 
youthful days, when her stepmother’s husband, Thomas Seymour, used to 
sit on her bed and amuse himself with her in ribald fashion, she had 
compromised herself with many men. She enjoyed their flatteries; it 
delighted her to be called the Faery Queen, or Gloriana. But the best- 
informed incline to think that she was never fully the mistress of any 
man, that she had a physical horror of marriage, and that a definite in- 
capacity for motherhood made her decision final. A childless marriage 
would have subjected her to a husband and deprived her of her excep- 
tional prestige as the Virgin Queen. 

Some of the handsome youths who courted her certainly touched her 
heart; but she was always able to keep her mind free from the bewilder- 
ments of her senses. chosen counselors were men of different stamp. 
Like her grandfather,(^she chose them from the *‘new” sons of 

yeomen or merchants, conspicuous for intelligence rather than high birth. 
In the Middle Ages, chivalrous virtues or ecclesiastical dignities had made 
men Ministers; but Elizabeth required that hers should be men with 
administrative talents and gifted with two newer sentiments — patriotism 
and a feeling for State interests. Her chief counselor, William Cecil (later 
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Lord Burleigh), came of a yeoman family enriched by the distribution 
of monastic property, and was the founder of a family which, like the 
Russells and Cavendishes, was to be closely linked with the governance 
of the country until the present day. Although all witnesses concur on the 
intelligence of William Cecil, Macaulay reproaches him for paying undue 
attention to the enrichment of his family, for deserting his friends, for 
calculation in his Protestantism. This is a stern, and probably unfair, 
verdict. It is true that Cecil did not choose the stake under Mary, that he 
believed William Cecil’s life was worth a, Mass; true also that later he 
sent to the scaffold men whose only crime had been their devout and 
loyal observance of rites which he himself had formerly been cautious 
enough to observe. But in matters of State he proved his courage. He 
often resisted Elizabeth, and to some extent imposed his views on her. 
A middle-class man, he knew the middle classes accurately, and his 
ideas were congenial to them. On Elizabeth’s accession he showed him- 
self distrustful, having little fancy for the rule of women. He ventured 
to reproach the ambassadors who addressed themselves to the Queen. 
Gradually he came to realize her strange, profound wisdom, and in 
the end they formed a wonderfully matched team, in conjunction with 
men like the grave Secretary of State Walsingham, more rigorously 
Protestant than Cecil, who desired ‘‘first the glory of God, and then the 
safety of the Queen.” To Cecil Elizabeth remarked: “This judgement I 
have of you, that you will not be corrupted with any manner of gift, 
and that you will be faithful to the State, and that, without respect of my 
private will, you will give me that counsel that you think best.” Wherein 
she showed her feminine quality as a good judge of men. So close did 
the union of Queen and Minister become, that it might be said of Eliza- 
beth that she was at once female and male — ^herself and Cecil. 

Was she Catholic or Protestant at heart? Many think she was pagan, 
or at least a sceptic. After a Protestant upbringing she had not hesitated, 
like Cecil, to save her life in the Marian persecution by a simulated con- 
version. She was perhaps philosophically religious, in the manner of 
Erasmus. On her accession she prayed God to grant her grace to rule 
without shedding blood. In that she failed, but she did her best. She was 
always proud of the loyalty of her Catholic subjects. Noticing an old man 
one day in the crowd who cried out: *'Vivat Regina, Honi soit qui mat y 
penser she pointed him out delightedly to the Spanish ambassador as a 
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priest of the old religion. She prudently rebuffed certain monks who 
came to meet her bearing candles: “Take away these torches/' she said; 
“we can sec well enough,” But in her own chapel she always kept a cruci- 
fix, and sharply silenced a preacher who ventured to criticize this habit. 
In religion as in politics she temporized, seeking an average in belief and 
cultivating compromise. Early in her reign Cecil obliged her to revert 
to the religious jX)sition of Henry VIII. In 1559 Parliament voted for a 
second time an^' Act of Supremacy which abolished the Papal power in 
England, and the,' Act of Uniformity^j which made the Book of Common 
Prayer obligatory in all parishes, as' also the holding of services in the 
common tongue. By virtue of these Acts anyone upholding the spiritual 
power of the Pope was liable to confiscation of property. A refractory 
offender was guilty of high treason. 

In 1563 came the adoption of the ^hirty-Nine Article^ which were to 
remain the basis of Anglican belief. Their moderate Protestantism ap- 
proximated to the feelings of the nation. Cardinal Bentivoglio estimated 
that about one-thirtieth of the people were zealous Catholics, but that 
four-fifths would readily return to the Catholic faith if it were re-estab- 
lished by law, although being incapable of revolting if it were not. Actu- 
ally, when Anglicanism was reintroduced by Crown and Parliament, 
7,000 out of 8,000 priests accepted the change, although 2,000 of the most 
Protestant had been driven out under the rule of Mary. This submission 
was proof, not that the English were irreligious, but that many of them 
desired to retain Catholic rites while suppressing the use of Latin and 
refusing obedience to the Pope. Except in a few families, devotion to the 
sovereign was stronger than religious feeling. In the early years of the 
reign the crypto-Catholics were hardly disturbed. They were asked only 
to attend the Anglican service, and if they failed to do so had to pay a 
fine of twelve pence. In many manor-houses a priest was kept hidden, 
living in a small room hollowed out in the thickness of the walls, and 
saying Mass in secret for all the neighboring Catholics. The servants and 
country folk were privy to this, having their own regrets for the days 
of the good friars, “when forty eggs were sold for a penny and a bushel 
of the best grain for fourteen pence.” If Elizabeth had been all-powerful, 
some degree of toleration would have been established. She had crypto- 
Catholics in her own court, and required of them only a semblance of 
submission. She wanted neither a Protestant inquisition nor a torture- 

[226] 



Elizabeth and the Anglican Compromise 

chamber to test consciences. But her Ministers, many more sectarian than 
herself, sent the refractory to prison. Still, during the first ten years of 
the reign there were no death sentences. In some churches the priests 
continued to wear their surplices, play the organ, and use wedding rings. 
Nearly everywhere the pre-Reformation windows were respected to avoid 
expense, but they were replaced with plain glass when broken. Thrift 
and indifference combined to make such compromises acceptable. 

But three factors enabled Cecil, and Walsingham more particularly, to 
show more severity and force Elizabeth’s hand. The first was the Mas- 
sacre of St. Bartholomew in Paris; the second, a Bull of excommunication 
against the Queen, delivered at a very inopportune moment by Pope 
Pius V; and the third, the establishment of seminaries abroad, as at 
Douai, with the intention of preparing the Catholic reconquest of Eng- 
land. Excommunication of the sovereign implied the freeing of the Catho- 
lic subjects from their bonds of loyalty, and it was even alleged that the 
Pope would willingly grant absolution for the murder of Elizabeth. In 
December, 1580, the Papal Secretary of State made a suspiciously equivocal 
reply to a question put forward in the name of certain English Jesuits: 
“Considering that this woman has caused the loss of so many millions of 
souls to the Faith, it is beyond doubt that whoever may dispatch her 
from this world with the pious intention of serving God, not only will 
not sin, but will acquire merit.” After 1570, Catholic priests and laymen 
were executed in England, not for heresy, but for high treason. Many of 
the men thus hanged, with hideous ceremonial and mutilation, were 
actually innocent, or saints. This was so in the case of the noble Jesuit, 
Edmund Campion, of whom even Burghley had to admit that he was 
“one of the jewels of England,” whose only crime had been that of going 
from house to house in disguise, preaching and celebrating the Mass. As 
he died, he said that he prayed for the Queen. Thus, although Elizabeth 
inclined to clemency, the victims of fanaticism during her reign were as 
numerous as under Mary. Her Council sent to their deaths one hundred 
and forty-seven priests, forty-seven gentlemen, and a large number of 
humble men, and even women. Those who did not perish did not escape 
persecution. John Shakespeare, father of the poet, is an example, for he 
was a Catholic, and the text of his will is simply the translation of a 
formula brought from Rome by Campion and recommended to the Jesuit 
Fathers by the Cardinal-Archbishop of Milan. 
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Geneva suffered as well as Rome, and Calvinism, then spreading in 
England, was equally suspect with Catholicism. The Puritans would 
gladly have obliterated the last traces of Roman ceremonial and sup- 
pressed every hierarchy smacking of the “Scarlet Woman.” They had 
little respect for the Anglican bishops, parading their detestation of vice 
and their wondrous zeal for religion. They desired to reorganize the 
State on biblically inspired lines, and to administer England through the 
Church elders. They would, if they could, have restored the Mosaic laws, 
and the penalty of death for blasphemy, perjury, desecration of the Sab- 
bath, adultery, and fornication. Such fanatic Puritanism was disquieting 
to the Queen, the bishops, and the most reasonable among the faithful; 
but the moderate Puritanism gained adherents. In the Parliament of 
1593 the bishops put forward stern measures against Puritanism; but in 
vain : the bill was rejected. The Puritans were deemed to be truly men of 
God, His true and wholehearted prophets. And the prestige of Elizabeth 
was such that not even these prophets could prevail against her. But this 
pious demagogy was to prove more dangerous to her successors. 
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Elizabeth and the Sea 


When the European navigators, striving to reach the spices and perfumes 
and jewels of the East in spite of the barrier of Islam, discovered the 
lands beyond the Atlantic, few nations seemed in a position to share in 
these conquests. Italy had to defend the Mediterranean against the Turks; 
France was torn by the wars of religion; England was in sore need of her 
ships for her own coasts. Spain and Portugal were the only claimants to 
the new continents, and these two Catholic powers accepted the arbitration 
of Pope Alexander VI. What should be the just frontier between these 
unknown lands.? The Pope simply drew a line from one pole to the other 
on the map of the world; a straight line if the earth were flat, a great 
circle if it were a sphere. But in either case, all lands discovered to the 
west of this line would be Spain s, and to its east, Portugal’s. This gave 
Africa and India to Portugal; and to Spain, all of South America except 
Brazil. Thus Portugal built an empire from the Persian Gulf to the Malay 
Archipelago, and the incense-laden barques perfumed the quays of Lis- 
bon. The Spaniards, too, discovered that between Europe and India lay 
a continent devoid of mosques or bazaars, with neither Arabs nor Hindus, 
but where amazing civilizations had flowered in the past, where floods of 
riches poured from gold-mines, silver-mines, ruby-mines, and where em- 
pires like those of Montezuma in Mexico or the Incas in Peru held 
accumulated treasures in the keeping of poorly armed people. And before 
long the gold-laden galleons were crossing the Atlantic, and the wealth 
of the kings of Spain became fabulous. 

Mary Tudor’s government could not but respect the possessions of 
Philip II. They covered the world. His Italian provinces made the King 
of Spain master of the Mediterranean; through Burgundy he controlled 
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the trade of Flanders and the mouth of the Rhine; in his American 
colonies he had the richest mines of gold and silver in the world. His 
financial and commercial power seemed invincible. The English mer- 
chants, doomed to sniff from afar the prodigious banquet of the Catholic 
kings, had one last hope. If Spain had found a southwest passage, and 
Portugal a southeast passage to the Indies, perhaps there might be a 
northeast or a northwest passage. For years the English seamen sought 
them. Chancellor went northeast, and found only the route to Muscovy; 
Frobisher, heading northwest, was stopped by the polar ice. 



But although the English sovereigns did not dare a breach with the 
formidable Spaniards, and even if Elizabeth insisted that there must 
be no official act of hostility to the Spanish colonies, the English merchants 
had no grounds for respecting agreements which closed the richest regions 
in the world against them. “English piracy in the Channel was notorious 
in the fifteenth century, and in the sixteenth it attained patriotic propor- 
tions.” Only a vague line separated commerce from piracy. Certain forms 
of the latter, indeed, were lawful. A captain who had been robbed by a 
foreign ship was given “letters of marque,” which entitled him to reim- 
burse himself at the cost of any other vessel of the same nationality as his 
aggressor. Even foreign courts of law recognized these “letters of marque,” 
and treated the pirates bearing them on the footing of traders, instead 
of hanging them out of hand. Eng^i^ seamen, owners of a ship armed 
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with a few guns, would openly ply a trade of robbing Portuguese vessels 
returning from the Indies. Others would organize profitable raids on the 
Spanish settlements, where they found themselves in competition with 
the French corsairs, men of great experience in such enterprises. 

John Hawkins, son of a Plymouth shipbuilder, was the first to substitute 
for piracy a regular commerce with the Spanish colonies. Trader as well 
as seaman, he had taken part in youth in expeditions to the Guinea coast, 
where he learned the arts of abducting negroes to be sold later at a good 
price to the Canary Islands. In 1562, now on his own account, he carried 
off a number of slaves and bartered them in the Spanish colonies for 
ginger and sugar. These voyages were immensely profitable, and on one 
such he anchored to take in supplies in the Spanish haven of San Juan de 
Ulloa. Whilst he lay there the Spanish fleet sailed in. Hawkins was not 
strong enough to offer fight ; he tried to come to terms, but was treated as 
an enemy by the Spanish viceroy. Returning home, he laid a plaint before 
the Queen. Elizabeth, in Council, solemnly declared that Hawkins was 
in the wrong, that the Spanish possessions must be respected, and that 
mariners who violated the treaties would do so at their own peril. After 
which she took the offender into her service, and made him Treasurer 
of the Navy. To this he contributed his experience. But Spain would 
doubtless have long held the mastery of the sea if Francis Drake had not 
now challenged it. 

Francis Drake was a story-book sailor, bold to the pitch of temerity, 
capable of sentencing one of his lieutenants to death if discipline on board 
seemed to require it, and engaging the condemned man in friendly con- 
verse during the last hours before hanging him. Worshiped by his crews 
despite his severity, he was soon the idol of England. Hawkins had tried 
unavailingly to carry on legal trade with the Spanish colonies; Drake 
jumped headlong into illegality. With two ships and fifty men he at- 
tacked the strongest Spanish fortresses, bringing back his small vessel 
to Plymouth, laden with gold, one Sunday at the church hour. The 
Plymouth seamen could not restrain themselves and came out of church 
to hear the tidings. Drake had landed on the isthmus of Darien, attacked 
the mule convoy bringing gold from Peru, routed the escort, captured 
the treasure. The venture delighted Elizabeth’s secret heart. In 1577 
Drake set off again in the Golden Hind for a long voyage, in the course 
of which he proposed to circumnavigate the globe, by the Magellan Straits 
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and the East Indies. The expedition was backed by several associates; one 
of them was the Queen, who still officially castigated these peaceful at- 
tacks on a friendly power, but was as eager as any in claiming her share 
of the booty on its reaching England. 

This time Drake’s little fleet carried cannon and some hundreds of men. 
He reckoned it large enough to attack islands and ports where Spain 
had only one stronghold. The arrival of Drake’s flotilla took the Spanish 
governors by surprise. The English demanded ransom-money, or the 
town was burned down. But these were only accessory profits; Drake’s 
real aim was to find the fleet which brought the gold and silver every year 
from Eldorado. Between Lima and Panama, an Indian paddling across 
a bay, quite incapable of distinguishing between Spaniards and English, 
mistook Drake for one of his masters and piloted him to a creek where 
the leading galley lay at anchor with her cargo of gold. Drake had only 
to transfer the cases. Then, crossing the Indian Ocean and rounding the 
Cape of Good Hope, he returned to England in 1580 with a cargo valued 
at ^326,580, or, as some say, ^600,000. Of this booty Elizabeth had a large 
proportion, the other partners receiving a percentage on their capital 
which ran into thousands. Laden with Spanish booty, he had hoisted the 
St. George’s flag as he sailed past Cartagena. 

When the exploit became known in Spain, fury rose high against the 
seamen of the “Jezebel of the North.” To the Spanish ambassador’s protest 
Elizabeth replied that she knew nothing of the matter, and would cer- 
tainly be the last to tolerate shameless attacks on the possessions of her 
well-beloved brother. Meanwhile Hawkins was putting the fleet on a 
fighting basis, and the Queen was intrusting her best financier. Sir 
Thomas Gresham, with the purchase of arms in Antwerp and cannon at 
Malines. She felt, no doubt, fully prepared when she took the Spanish 
ambassador on board the Golden Hind at Deptford, and there told Drake 
sternly that the Spaniards regarded him as a pirate; then, bidding him 
kneel on the deck, she gave him the accolade with majestic calm, saying, 
“Arise, Sir Francis.” War between England and Spain was becoming in- 
evitable. In Spain the Inquisition was ordered to deal with captured Eng- 
lish seamen as heretics. Sir Francis Drake, at the head of a royal fleet, 
harried the Spanish colonies, affirming the right of English seamen, to 
the freedom of the seas, and of worship. Philip ordered a great Armada 
to be fitted out at Cadiz to attack England. With unmatched boldness 
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Drake sailed round the Spanish coast, entered this fortified harbor, and 
there destroyed by gunfire the finest fighting-galleys. Within a few min- 
utes the galley — an oared cruiser, the type of craft which had domi- 
nated the Mediterranean for thousands of years — was seen to be doomed, 
to make way for the sailing-ship. 

Philip II was tenacious, and despite the damage wrought by Drake at 
Cadiz, his Armada was ready in 1588. The Spanish plan was grandiose 
and ingenious. The Duke of Parma, commanding the Spanish troops in 
the Netherlands, was to prepare a landing by 30,000 men, and barges for 
their transport to England. But infantry loaded into barges would be de- 
fenseless, and the warships from Spain were to line the course of their 
crossing, ready to stop any enemy vessel. At the head of the Armada, 
bringing another 30,000 soldiers, was placed the Duke of Medina-Sidonia, 
a great gentleman and soldier, but ignorant of maritime matters. The 
English fleet was commanded by Lord Howard of Eflingham, who had 
Hawkins, Drake, and Frobisher under his orders, and consisted of thirty- 
four warships built for Elizabeth by Hawkins, as powerfully armed as 
those of Henry VIII, but longer and lower in build, and one hundred 
and fifty merchant vessels furnished by the ports. The great Spanish fleet 
arrived off Plymouth in a formation like that of a land army. The 
Duke of Medina-Sidonia, as was then customary, counted on trans- 
forming the naval battle into a contest of foot soldiers. The grappling- 
irons were already prepared for boarding, the invincible Spanish infantry 
were massed on the raised decks, when the English fleet was seen to be 
assuming an unexpected formation. The vessels of Drake and Hawkins 
came on in Indian file, out of range of any armament. Then the tragedy 
began. The English opened fire, and Medina-Sidonia, in impotent de- 
spair, saw that the English guns outranged his own. He could do nothing 
but break off the action, which he did as best he could by laying a course 
for the Low Countries and the Duke of Parma. He succeeded in making 
oflF without excessive losses, after a battle which was indecisive because 
the English fleet was short of munitions. 

Parma was not ready and asked Medina-Sidonia for another fortnight. 
But the English admirals espied the Spanish fleet at anchor off Calais and 
attacked it with fireships filled with powder and tar. The Spaniards had 
to cut their cables to escape this new danger and headed towards the 
North Sea, where the English cannon accounted for numerous vessels. 
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A storm joined in the battle. Where could they head for? Sweden, or 
Scotland, or Ireland? The Duke chose Ireland, a Catholic country, where 
he hoped to be able to land if need be, and accordingly tried to round 
the north of Scotland. If he had been a sailor, he would have realized that 
his vessels were unfit to attempt this difficult passage. Many of them had 
no drinking-water left. Disorder soon became disaster. Scattered by gales, 
pillaged by coastal dwellers, the fleet which a week before had been the 
glorious Armada found itself at the mercy of waves and rocks. Out of a 
hundred and fifty ships about fifty returned to Spain. Out of 30,000 sol- 
diers, 10,000 were drowned, without counting the victims of cannon-balls 
or sickness. Spain had lost the mastery of the seas. 

This naval victory appears to us now as the first signal of English 
power; but to the Elizabethans it was far from seeming a decisive victory. 
Despite the shattering of her Armada, Spain was still the strongest coun- 
try in Europe, and England was a small island with no army. France, 
harassed by religious warfare, became the battlefield of their unequal 
struggle, Elizabeth going to the defense of the French Huguenots, Philip 
siding with the Catholic League. The Spanish foot soldiers occupied 
Calais. The Protestant armies were beaten. The English tried another 
expedition to Cadiz, and continued to harass Spanish trade from the 
Azores to the Antilles. But Philip, on his side, built a new Armada and 
successfully invaded Ireland. The England of 1588 had been exalted by a 
sense of triumph and patriotism, which is easily felt in the historical 
plays of Shakespeare; but in the last years of the reign, when an English 
army had been defeated by the Irish rebels and when Spain was holding 
the Channel ports, a wave of pessimism crossed the country. Hamlet’s 
melancholy was then a common enough mood, and Shakespeare’s plays 
mirrored the passions of the onlookers. 

It can hardly be said that Elizabeth’s reign saw the first foundations of 
the British Empire laid. Newfoundland, where English fishermen had 
long been going, was occupied, though precariously, in 1583. One of 
Elizabeth’s favorites, who was also one of her most cultivated subjects. 
Sir Walter Raleigh spent a great part of his fortune in trying to establish 
a colony on the coast of North America, to which the Queen herself 
gave the name of Virginia. But the colonists whom he left there in the 
course of his expedition of 1587, numbering eighty-nine men and seven- 
teen women, were not to be found when an expedition with fresh stores 
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was sent there two years later. One of Raleigh’s followers is credited with 
introducing the potato and tobacco into England. Raleigh was one of the 
first Europeans to smoke, starting the fashion by offering his friends 
small pipes with silver bowls. During the following reign, the tax on 
tobacco produced ^5,000 in 1619, and 8,340 in 1623, at the rate of 
6s. 8d per pound of imported tobacco. The great companies, owned by 
shareholders and holding monopolies of trading in specified countries, 
developed during the sixteenth century. The Merchant Adventurers con- 
trolled in particular the trade with the German rivers, the Rhine and 
Elbe. Another company was concerned with the Baltic trade. The Mus- 
covy Company held a monopoly for Russia, Armenia, Persia, and the 
Caspian. The Levant Company dealt with Turkey and the Adriatic 
ports. And at the very close of the reign, in 1600, the East India Company 
was founded, having the sole right of trading with the islands and ports 
of Asia, Africa, and America, from the Cape of Good Hope to the 
Magellan Straits. This company in time entered into rivalry with the 
Portuguese and Dutch. More blood was shed over the clove, said Thorold 
Rogers, than over the dynastic struggles. This system of companies, which 
incited at once to aggression and to commercial greed, was the most 
dangerous of all colonizing methods to the natives of the lands concerned, 
and the most difficult for the national government to control. 
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'Elizabeth and Mary Stuart 


Ever since the repulse of Edward I, Scotland had succeeded in maintain- 
ing independence from the English kings. The rude, undisciplined Scot- 
tish nobility remained quite feudal. The ruling dynasty was that of the 
Stuarts, who were descended from a daughter of Robert the Bruce. This 
dynasty had the twofold support of the Catholic Church and the Franco- 
Scottish alliance, a circumstance which was disturbing to England. The 
Stuarts, a family as cultivated as the Tudors, interested in theology, 
poetry, architecture, and even pharmaceutics, did not, as their English 
cousins did, hide a sound sense of reality under this brilliant surface. 
James IV of Scotland had married Margaret, the daughter of Henry VII 
of England. Henry’s counselors had expressed a fear that this union 
might let the English crown fall into Scottish hands. But he replied that 
in such an event it would be Scotland that would be annexed by England. 
The son of Margaret Tudor was James V; and from his marriage with 
the French princess, Mary of Guise, was born Mary Stuart, whose birth 
took place only a short time before her father died, so that from her cradle 
she was queen of a wild, restless people. Her mother, Mary of Guise, acted 
as Regent of Scotland, and had her brought up in France. She grew up 
a pale, long-faced girl, whose loveliness captivated the Dauphin Francis. 
Scarcely had she married him when her father-in-law, Henry II of 
France, died, and the Queen of Scots found herself also Queen of France. 
Her Tudor descent made her the nearest heir to the throne of England, 
and perhaps even Queen of England already, if Elizabeth were regarded 
as of illegitimate birth. It is easy, therefore, to imagine the importance 
with which Europe regarded the actions and feelings of the young 
woman, the mistress of two, if not three, countries. In 1560 her tuber- 
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culous husband died of an aural infection; the Guise faction lost its power 
in France; Mary Stuart had to return to Scotland. 

She came back to rule a country little suited to her. The new Reformed 
religion had instantly attracted a thoughtful and poverty-stricken people, 
who had cared little for the feudal splendor of the Catholic bishops; and 
the Scottish nobles, their appetite whetted by the example of England, 
coveted the spoils of the monasteries. A series of religious revolutions 
and counter-revolutions ended, thanks to Elizabeth’s support, in favor of 
the Protestant party, the “Congregation,” a semi-political, semi-religious 
assembly, representative of the people, the Church, and the nobility, the 
last taking the lead as “Lords of the Congregation.” Cardinal Beaton had 
previously been cruelly murdered in his palace at St. Andrews. The real 
master of Scotland at the time of Queen Mary’s return in 1561 was John 
Knox, a man formidable in the strength and narrowness of his faith, 
and whose rugged biblical eloquence delighted his compatriots. Knox 
had been a Catholic priest, then an Anglican. It was he who induced 
Cranmer to suppress kneeling in the second version of the Book of Com- 
mon Prayer. Imprisoned at St. Andrews, after the murder of Beaton, by 
French troops sent to the Cardinal’s assistance, he spent nineteen months 
in the galleys of the King of France. In the time of Mary Tudor he lived 
at Geneva, where he was completely won over to the Calvinist doctrines. 
Like Calvin, Knox believed in predestination; he held that religious truth 
must be sought only in the Scriptures, without recourse to any dogma 
introduced by men; that worship should be austere, with neither pomp 
nor images; that the Calvinistic institution of the Elders of the Church 
should supplant bishops and archbishops; and that John Knox himself 
was one of the elect and directly inspired by God. Having convinced the 
Scots of all this, he made the Scottish Kirk into a Presbyterian body, 
completely democratic, with no heirarchy. The church members of every 
parish appointed their ministers, and in the General Assemblies of the 
Church these ministers and the leading laymen sat side by side. The 
union of squires and burgesses to control the Crown, which in England 
took a parliamentary form, appeared in Scotland as an ecclesiastic assem- 
bly. There, the Church was the State. 

John Knox had several powerful reasons for hating Mary Stuart. She 
was a Catholic, and Knox bombarded the “Scarlet Woman” with his 
pious thunderbolts; she was a woman, and in the time of Mary Tudor 
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and Mary of Guise he had written a pamphlet attacking queens and 
queens-regent — The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous 
Regiment of Women; and she had been Queen of France, a country in 
which Knox had known chiefly the dungeons. Mary Stuart returned to 
Scodand and landed at Leith in a dense wet fog. “The very face of 
Heaven,^' said Knox, “did manifestly speak what comfort was brought 
into this country with her— -to wit, sorrow, dolor, darkness and all im- 
piety.” She came with youth and grace and poetry about her; and she 
met violence, fanaticism, hate. Her subjects welcomed her at first with 
great demonstrations, but their uncouthness startled the young woman. 
They sang psalms under her windows at Holyrood all night. On the 
route of her procession platforms had been put up, on which there were 
cheerful pictures of idolaters burned for their sins. The denizens of one 
district proposed to display also the effigy of a priest slain at the altar at 
the Elevation of the Host, but were persuaded that this was tactless. But, 
with patience surprising in a girl of eighteen, Mary slowly gained a 
foothold. She spoke little, plied her embroidery needle at meetings of 
her Council, and even won over some of the Protestant nobles by her 
charm. Even Knox she received amiably. In return, he expounded the 
duty of a subject to rise up against an impious ruler, as might be shown 
in the Bible by Isaiah and Hezekiah, Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar, and 
many other treasured instances. She had never before encountered a 
prophet; this one dazed and even prostrated her. “I see,” she said, “that 
my subjects obey you and not me.” He retorted that all he asked of 
prince and people was that both be obedient to God. He then preached 
to her about the Mass, a ceremony which he argued had no Scriptural 
justification. She was no theologian, but there was charm in her answer: 
“Ye are over-sair for me, but if they were here that I have heard, they 
would answer you.” Knox went off expressing his wish that she might 
have the success in Scotland that Deborah had amongst the children of 
Israel. 

The relationships between Mary and Elizabeth were complex. Political 
conflicts were crossed by feminine jealousies. When Mary’s ambassador. 
Sir James Melville, came to London, Elizabeth tried hard to charm him. 
She spoke all the languages she knew, played on the lute and asked 
whether Mary played so well, danced before the Scotsman, who had to 
own that “Mary danced not so high and disposedly as she did.” From a 
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direct comparison of beauties Melville escaped, by averring that Eliza- 
beth was the fairest Queen in England and Mary the fairest in Scotland. 
Which was the taller? Queen Mary? Then, said Elizabeth, “she is too 
tall.” In these comments of a sovereign John Knox would have found 
fresh arguments against the “monstrous regiment of women.” But in 
Elizabeth this frivolity was only a useful mask. On the question of the 
succession she never wavered. She could not allow Mary to style herself 
Queen of England, nor to unite the two kingdoms in her coat of arms, 
even although the Queen of Scots took no steps to claim her rights. Any 
such claim might have dangerously undermined the loyalty of the Eng- 
lish Catholics, specially as so many of them lived in the northern coun- 
ties, near the Scottish border. If Mary married a Catholic prince, French 
or Spanish, England might be threatened with a new Marian persecu- 
tion. On the other hand, if Mary Stuart would consent to marriage with 
an English Protestant of Elizabeth’s choosing, the English Queen would 
be willing to name the Queen of Scots as her successor and guide her 
with her counsels. 

A friendly correspondence began between the two Queens, in which 
Elizabeth, playing the elder sister, pelted her cousin with sharp-edged 
proverbs: “Remove bushes, lest a thorn prick your heel,” or, “The stone 
falls often on the head of the thrower.” Dull counsel, but perhaps useful, 
as Mary, after her early show of patience, was now yielding under the 
nervous strain. When Knox denounced her possible marriage to a Papist 
“infidel,” she summoned him to her presence and addressed him in a 
rage. “I have borne with you,” she cried, “in all your rigorous manner 
of speaking . . . yea, I have sought your favors by all possible means. I 
offered unto you presence and audience whensoever it pleased you to 
admonish me, and yet I cannot be quit of you. I vow to God I shall be 
once revenged.” Sobs cut her short, and her page — according to Knox — 
could hardly find napkins enough to keep her eyes dry. 

Few women have better claim to indulgence than Mary Stuart, thrown 
so young and uncounseled among the unscrupulous nobles and inhuman 
preachers of a fierce and troublous age. Her courage won the first game. 
But when she allowed her womanhood to come before her sovereignty, 
troubles came thick and fast. It was natural that she should refuse the 
handsome Leicester, recommended by Elizabeth, as husband; she had no 
mind to take her cousin’s leavings, and in any case Leicester would have 
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made a poor king. But Lord Darnley, her own choice, was worse. He 
could claim Tudor descent, as she could, and his youthful body certainly 
had grace; but he was a poor-soulcd man, a coward at heart, with sudden 
furies, and Mary tired of him as quickly as she had fallen in love with 
him. She was then foolish enough to make a favored counselor of a 
young Italian musician, David Rizzio, who had come to Scotland in the 
train of the Duke of Savoy. The court lords, outraged at an upstart’s 
eminence, swore revenge, and plotted with Darnley to get rid of Rizzio. 
They killed him clinging to Mary’s skirts when he was at supper with 
her. Three months later she gave birth to a son, who was to become 
James VI of Scotland and James I of England, and was at the time 
reputed to be the son of Rizzio. Mary’s position became untenable. She 
hated her husband, Darnley, and was wildly in love with the most re- 
doubtable of the Scottish lords, the Earl of Bothwell, who had first vio- 
lated, then conquered her, and was distrusted by all Scotland. Bothwell 
prepared the murder of Darnley. Was Mary Stuart privy to the plot? It 
is certain that the Queen installed him, when he was ill, in an isolated 
house outside the city walls of Edinburgh; there, in Kirk o’ Field, she 
left him one evening; during the night the house blew up and Darnley 
was found dead in the garden. No one doubted Bothwell’s guilt. But 
three months later the Queen married the murderer, and this was more 
than public opinion, even in the sixteenth century, could stand. Mary 
was abandoned by the Pope, by Spain and France, by all her friends. 
There was a rising in Scotland. After a short struggle Bothwell fled, in 
rather cowardly style, and Mary was brought captive to Edinburgh by 
soldiers who cried out, “Burn the whore!” She was deposed in favor of 
her son, James VI, her history having shown, as the Venetian ambassador 
said, that affairs of State are no business for a woman. 

She would certainly have been executed if Elizabeth had not shielded 
her, greatly to the distress of Cecil and Walsingham, who could explain 
their mistress’s policy only by her horror of the Scottish rebels and her 
wish not to offer her own subjects the spectacle and example of a queen’s 
head on the blockjAt last, after ten months in captivity on Loch Leven, 
Mary escaped on horseback and reached England in May, 1568. What 
was Elizabeth to do? Must she tolerate the presence within her realm 
of so dangerous a claimant? Never did she display more virtuosity in 
hesitation. Her counselors would have treated Mary ruthlessly, as reasons 
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of State demanded. “If ye strike not at the root,” wrote John Knox, “the 
branches that appear to be broken will bud again, and that more quickly 
than men can believe.” Mary asked for an investigation to be made by 
Elizabeth into the actions of the Scottish rebels; Elizabeth agreed to this, 
but ordered the inquiry to be extended to the murder of Darnley, in 
order, she said that “her sister” might be cleared of any suspicion. Certain 
letters in proof of Mary’s guilt, the famous “Casket Letters,” were pro- 
duced against her. She denounced them as forgeries. The court found 
the charges not proven. But Elizabeth still held her prisoner — and can 
hardly be blamed for so doing, as the hapless Queen of Scots had been, 
and still was, connected with all conspiracies. The number of plots hing- 
ing on Mary makes one marvel at Elizabeth’s patience. It was for Mary 
that the Catholic north rose in 1569, and for her that the Duke of Nor- 
folk died. She encouraged Spain as well as France, the Duke of Alen^on 
as well as Don John of Austria. She conspired against Elizabeth with 
the Pope, through certain Florentine bankers. The Commons demanded 
her head; Walsingham constantly denounced her as a snake in the bosom. 
There can be no doubt that Elizabeth might have had a round score of 
sound reasons for executing her fair cousin. But she refused. 

Nineteen years went past for Mary in her English captivity, from 1568 
until 1587. The beautiful pale horsewoman became sickly and over-ripe; 
the chestnut hair turned gray. In her places of captivity she embroidered 
small objects for Elizabeth, and plotted, plotted incorrigibly. Elizabeth 
was growing old; it was certain now that she would die childless; the 
question of the succession became more and more grave. After this pro- 
longed incarceration, the Pope and the Church were forgetting that 
Mary had been an adulteress, perhaps a murderess, and again built high 
hopes on her. Good Protestants grew anxious at the day of reckoning 
drawing near. Walsingham, charged with her supervision, contrived to 
intercept her correspondence regularly. After all these years of captivity, 
she still clung to “the Enterprise,” which meant the downfall of Eliza- 
beth. Now, in 1587 a war with Spain seemed a likelihood, and Walsing- 
ham deemed it essential to stifle any risks of internal danger before 
engaging in war abroad. A spy was sent to lay a trap for Mary, into 
which she fell completely. A band of young men had planned to kill 
Elizabeth, and their leader, Anthony Babington, wrote a letter to Mary, 
which of course was intercepted, in which he announced the murder and 
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asked her advice. Mary’s enemies anxiously awaited her reply. It did not 
disappoint them. She approved, and even gave advice to the murderers. 
This time Walsingham had her head in his hands. Mary was tried at 
Fotheringay, and unanimously found guilty. The Commons demanded 
immediate execution. Her son, James VI, did not forget that his mother’s 
death would leave him heir to the English throne: his religion, he de- 
clared, had always made her conduct hateful to him, although his honor 
constrained him to defend her life. Elizabeth still hesitated. In obedience 
to real clemency.? To horror of her action.? To fear for her safety? At 
last she signed the death warrant. It needed three strokes of the execu- 
tioner’s sword to sever that head, on the morning of February 8, 1587. 
The calamities of Mary’s youth had been forgotten, and in the eyes of 
the Catholics she became as a saint. 

Elizabeth lived to be seventy, a very advanced age for the time; and 
almost to the last she shone, she flirted, she danced. Burleigh had died 
before her, and she had replaced him by his second son, Robert Cecil, a 
great Minister like his father before him. Leicester had been succeeded 
in the old woman’s favor by the Earl of Essex. He was graceful and 
charming, but arrogant and easily offended. Emboldened by the Queen’s 
feeling for him, a vague sentiment compounded at once of maternal 
fondness, tenderness, and sensuality, and having been further encouraged 
by a successful expedition to Cadiz which made him a popular idol, he 
became insufferable. He treated the Queen with astounding impertinence 
and roughness, but she always forgave. But he played his last card when 
he asked for command of the army sent by Elizabeth to crush the Irish 
revolt Instigated by the Spaniards in 1594. He behaved like a spoiled 
child, and, as a traitor, had thoughts of bringing his troops back to 
London to dethrone his sovereign, and at the same time was writing 
her angry, passionate letters. Elizabeth now viewed him sanely. He had 
failed : “You had your asking,” she wrote, “you had choice of times, you 
had power and authority more ample than any ever had, or ever shall 
have.” When he came home after deserting his post, and tried to organize 
a plot for seizing her instead of slaying her, she handed him over to his 
fate. “Those who touch the scepters of princes,” she said, “deserve nc 
pity.” The handsome Essex was beheaded at the Tower, and met his fate 
with humility and devoutness. 

His death cast a shadow of sorrow over the Queen’s last years. She 
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still dyed her hair an unnatural hue, still bedecked herself with pearls 
and diamonds and cloth of silver and gold; she still received the homage 
of her Parliaments, promised to abolish the monopolies which had en- 
riched too many of her courtiers, and gave her hand to be kissed by all 
the gentlemen of the Commons because she thought she was taking 
leave of her last Parliament; sometimes she even still danced a couranto. 
But soon she fell back on the cushions. The end was near, and she knew 
it. Only at the last would she name her successor. She knew it must be 
James VI of Scotland, and that her Ministers were already in corre- 
spondence with Edinburgh. She never spoke of it. '‘Video et taceo*' had 
always been her motto. In January, 1603, she felt more stricken, went to 
bed, refused to see a doctor, and turning her face to the wall sank into a 
lethargy from which she never emerged. 



Chapter XI 


Elizabethan England 


The bodies of the Elizabethans were made as ours are made. They had 
the same brains, the same hearts, the same loins, and the passions which 
they felt were doubtless much the same as those of their descendants. 
But the swirls and quirks of their clothes distorted so cunningly the 
lines of these bodies, and the splendor of their metaphors so strangely 
disguised these inborn passions, that to many historians they have seemed 
as monsters. In particular men have been astonished at the contrast be- 
tween the delicacy of their poems and the cruelty of their public shows, 
between the luxury of their dress and the filth of their living. But every 
epoch holds such surprises, and historians yet unborn will find it no less 
hard to reconcile the intelligence of our scientists or the acuteness of our 
novelists with the stupidity of our economic system or the savagery of 
our wars. The captains and apprentices who crossed the Thames to see 
a play of Shakespeare’s at the Globe Playhouse were the same who en- 
joyed seeing a wretched bear baited by a pack of dogs, or watching the 
bloody butchering of a traitor. Habit had hardened them, just as it made 
the stench of the London streets tolerable to men as refined as Essex or 
Carlisle, and just as it makes tolerable to the corresponding aesthetes of 
our own day the most cruel political philosophy and its deadly 
consequences. 

Because the Queen loved luxury, and as the country was growing 
richer, fashion exercised a ruthless and capricious tyranny over the Eliza- 
bethans. Round their ladies, the French invention of the crinoline was 
enlarged until it became like a table on which they rested their arms. 
Above this huge bell, a corset of whalebone or steel compressed the 
figure into a wasp-like waist. Vast ruffs, a Spanish fancy, were stiffened 
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by starch or by wire, a diabolic invention lately introduced to England 
by the wife of the Queen’s Dutch coachman. The richest materials — 
velvet, damask, and cloth of gold or silver — were needed for the gowns 
of ladies or the doublets of men. Great lords, in their mythological di- 
versions, pitted their imagination against the poets, who quite often 
were themselves great lords. Luxury and comfort pervaded the houses 
of the gentry and the burgesses. A lady of quality, before rising, required 
her page to light a fire in her room; before going to bed, her maid had 
to warm the bed with a warming-pan. All over the countryside rose new 
mansions, mingling Italian styles with the traditional Gothic. In gardens 
as in houses men sought symmetrical plans and variegated ornament. 
Yews and box trees were clipped in spheres and spirals. And the speech 
of the lords and ladies was no less fantastically turned than the topiary 
in their gardens. John Lyly’s romance of Euphues appeared in 1580, and 
every lady of culture prided herself on her euphuism. The joy of inventing 
words and phrases, the mental intoxication of a reborn language, en- 
gendered a preciosity which was manifested in both poems and speech, 
and hovered over the uncertain frontier between the lovely and the 
ludicrous. 

The court and its imitators may have read Sir Philip Sydney and Sir 
Thomas Wyatt, Spenser and Marlowe, the sonnets of William Shake- 
speare; but under this shot-silk surface there still flowed a compelling 
Puritan current. The library of Elizabeth, Lady Hoby (1528-1609), the 
catalogue of which has been preserved, consisted mainly of devotional 
books, with the Bible and Foxe’s Boo\ of Martyrs as its core. One of the 
most widely read authors of Shakespeare’s day was the preacher Henry 
Smith, known as “silver-tongued Smith,” whose sermons ran into numer- 
ous editions between 1590 and 1630. Next to sermons, the printing-press 
was kept busiest with rhymed ballads al')out current events, or with Puri- 
tan tracts like those of the pseudonymous “Martin Marprelate.” Poems 
found few readers, but Elizabethan writers lived not so much on the 
sale of their books as on the gifts of the patrons to whom they dedicated 
them. A stage play brought its author between six and ten pounds, and 
a fairly active playwright turned out ten or twelve a year. The London 
booksellers sold considerable numbers of books translated from the Italian 
or French, such as the tales of Boccaccio or the essays of Montaigne. 
From such foreign sources Spenser and Shakespeare, and many others, 
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drew themes which they embroidered with the sad, gentle gravity, the 
rustic poetry, the homely philosophy of their race, and to which they gave 
a peculiarly English charm. 

It was under Elizabeth that the theater took an outstanding place in 
the life of London. Since the days of Henry VII there had been troupes 
of players, but few permanent playhouses. These mummers played in the 
yards of taverns or in manor halls. When the City authorities turned 
Puritan and expelled the actors, they took refuge across the river, beyond 
the lord mayor’s jurisdiction. Several playhouses were then built, the 
most famous being the Globe, a part share in which was owned by 
Shakespeare. Men are quick to make a permanent characteristic from a 
chance detail. The builders of these early theaters nearly all tried to 
reproduce the courtyard of an inn, with its open-air gallery running along 
the doors of the rooms. This gallery was useful for representing, as it 
might be, the parapets of a fortress, the balcony of a lady’s room, or the 
summit of a tower. The spectators paid a penny for admission, and from 
sixpence to a shilling for a scat, either on the stage itself or in the galleries, 
which, with a reminiscence of the ancestral inn, preserved their separate 
rooms — whence, probably, the modern boxes. The opening of the play 
was announced, as may still be seen in country fairs, by a flourish of 
trumpets. The public, a throng of apprentices, law students, soldiers, and 
gentlemen, was intelligent and serious. They relished the blood-thirsty 
melodramas, but could equally well appreciate the most poetic plays of 
Marlowe, or Ben Jonson, or Shakespeare. 

How can a few words suffice for William Shakespeare, the animator of 
a world Was he superior to all other dramatists of his day? Remarkable 
as these were, it yet seems certain. No other played such a full gamut of 
tones, or touched so immeasurable a range of themes and kinds. None 
could so happily blend exalted poetry with solid construction, or give 
expression to such profound thoughts on human nature and human 
passions in language so compelling. Was his superiority recognized by 
his contemporaries? Not with the unanimity of modern opinion. When 
this actor-playwright began about 1590 to offer his manuscripts to the 
theatrical companies, he excited the jealousy of his competitors, the 
erudite university poets. But the public applauded him. In a manual of 
literature and arts published in 1598, Palladis Tamia, Francis Meres refers 
to Shakespeare’s mastery of both tragedy and comedy--“among the Eng- 
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lish the most excellent in both kinds for the stage”— and also to his 
skill in depicting the sorrows and perplexities of love. He says also: “The 
Muses would speak with Shakespeare’s fine-filed phrase if they would 
speak English.” Friendly with persons at court, and sharing their life in 
the last years of Queen Elizabeth, he could present the fierceness of ambi- 
tion and the torments of power as well as he could the passions of love. 
The wisdom of a race is made up of common truths to which great 
writers have been able to give unique forms. The debt of the French 
people to the moralists like Montaigne or La Bruyere corresponds to the 
debt of the English people, instinctive, poetic, and often inconstant, to 
Shakespeare. 

The England of Shakespeare’s time seems to us to be burgeoning with 
songs and poems, and we are tempted to imagine the humblest appren- 
tice or the simplest villager playing the viol or tossing off a madrigal. 
But the poetry and blitheness of Elizabethan England need not be exag- 
gerated. Life for the common folk was as hard then as today, and harder. 
In Shakespeare we can catch glimpses of the hard-pressed farm wench, 
clattering her pail of frozen milk in the dead of winter, her nose red with 
the cold, her hands chapped with scrubbing dirty clothes. Although the 
price of wheat had risen as a result of the falling value of gold, rural 
unemployment must have been severe, as it proved necessary to frame 
two important Poor Laws in 1597 and 1601. The squires, whose power 
was waxing, often proved harsh, and religious persecution was formi- 
dable for any who ventured on independent ways of thinking. But there 
were also Christian landowners who cultivated hospitality and courtesy. 
The manors, like the villages, were still self-sufficing. A good housewife, 
be she lady or farmer’s wife, did all the work of her house, making every- 
thing from jellies to candles. There was grace in the village festivities, 
and old pagan traditions survived, such as the maypole, with its evocation 
of spring and the primitive Eastertide. Villagers could play diverting 
comedies, as Shakespeare showed in ‘‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” 
and foreigners noted that the English were the most musical people in 
the world. Not only did they produce composers as admirable as Thomas 
Byrd, but nearly every house had its lute, viol, or virginal, and song- 
books in plenty. All visitors and many menials, could read the score of a 
song at sight and take their part in a glee of three or four voices. 

This taste for poetry and music called for a fairly advanced education. 
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And this the Elizabethans did not lack. After Winchester and Eton, 
new schools were founded by rich patrons — ^Rugby in 1567, Harrow in 
1590. In principle these schools were free and intended for the children 
of the neighborhood, the founder paying the masters’ salaries and the 
pupils* board. Only those from other parts paid fees, and these were 
nearly always sons of the well-to-do in the country. Gradually these out- 
siders gained a majority and for them the schools came chiefly to exist, 
Harrow, for instance, retaining only forty free scholars. Elementary edu- 
cation was provided in the “petty schools,” often by women who taught 
the alphabet and the rudiments of writing from a stock of knowledge 
hardly extending any farther. Later a boy might go to the “grammar 
school,” there to be taught often by a teacher of real learning, even in 
the country. Even the small towns had their men of culture at this time. 
Amongst the friends of the Shakespeare family at Stratford-on-Avon, 
one was a Master of Arts of Oxford, and another read Latin for enjoy- 
ment. The literary historians used to be astonished by the wide knowl- 
edge that Shakespeare, an actor of humble origins, possessed. But it was 
a knowledge shared by a wide public, especially in London. The Inns 
of Court formed a center of culture from which sprang some of the best 
poets and dramatists of the age. Turning the pages of books which once 
belonged to the men or women of the time, one may often find the 
margins sprinkled with Latin notes, conspicuous alike for their sound 
sense and cogent wording, and one feels that, although scientific methods 
today may be more efficient than in the Elizabethan era, these people were 
superior in taste and intelligence to their equivalents in our own times. 
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Chapter XII 


The End of an Age 


We see, then, that sixteenth-century England produced an art and a 
literature of her own. From the European Renaissance she extracted 
whatsoever suited her genius, and then she detached herself from the 
Continent. In Tudor times everything combined to increase her insular- 
ity: the growth of the national language, the building of a powerful 
fleet, the breach with the Roman Church. In the memoirs of Sully there 
is an account of an embassy to London in the early years of the seven- 
teenth century, which enables us to gauge the force of English xenophobia 
at that time: “It is certain that the English detest us, with a hatred so 
strong and widespread, that one is tempted to regard it as one of the 
inborn characteristics of that people. More truthfully, it is the outcome 
of their pride and presumption, there being no people in Europe more 
haughty, more disdainful, more intoxicated with the notion of their own 
excellence. If they are to be believed, reason and wit exist only amongst 
themselves; they worship all their own opinions and scorn those of other 
nations; nor does it ever occur to them to listen to others or to question 
their own. Actually this characteristic harms them more than it does us. 
It places them at the mercy of all their fancies. Ringed by the sea, they 
might be said to have acquired all its instability.” And one secret of the 
Tudors’ popularity was their skill in flattering the pride and insular 
prejudices of their subjects. 

The rule of the Tudor monamhs was a strong one, but its force did not 
depend on soldiery or police. (Based on public opinion, on the yeomen 
and farmers and merchants, it acquired possession of the spiritual power. 
The kings of France and Spain made common cause with the Church 
of Rome to create absolute monarchies;/ the kings of England made 
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alliance with Parliament to oppose Rome and themselves to head a na- 
tional ChurchyThcir espousal of the Reformation might have ruined 
England if the two great Catholic powers had joined forces to crush 
this lesser kingdom. The Tudors were saved by the rivalries of Hapsburg 
and Valois. Thanks to a European cleavage, England was able to engage 
in that policy of the balance of power which is forced upon her by her 
situation, and which consists of confronting the dominant power on the 
Continent with coalitions supported by English wealth and an English 
fleet. In Elizabeth’s time she had not as yet an imperial policy, and no- 
body in the sixteenth century imagined that the overseas territories, then 
coveted only for their removable riches, might one day become the homes 
of colonists. 

When the seventeenth century opened, the minds of sovereigns were no 
longer haunted by the dream of a Roman and Christian Empire.(Thc 
sole aim of their strivings came to be the strength of the national State^j 
In France and Spain the rule of the central power was exercised by offi- 
cials who were themselves supported by soldiery; in England the local 
institutions of the Middle Ages retained their authority intact.^Parlia- 
ment, the link between the Crown and the public opinion of shires, towns, 
and villages, was respected by the Tudor kings. Henry VIII used it to 
gain acceptance for his religious reforms. Elizabeth humored her Parlia- 
ments with a care which indicates how powerful they probably were. , In 
1583, at the very height of the Queen’s authority. Sir Thomas Smith 
wrote in his Commonwealth of England: “The most high and absolute 
power of the Realm of England consisteth in the Parliament ... for 
every Englishman is intended to be there present, either in person or 
by procuration and attorney, or what pre-eminence, state, dignity, or 
quality soever he be, from the Prince (be he King or Queen) to the 
lowest person of England. And the consent of the Parliament is taken to 
be every man’s consent.” Thus, in the sixteenth century, an English jurist 
regarded ParUament as the highest power. By the close of Elizabeth’s 
reign that power had become conscious of its own strength. Criticism of 
acts of the Crown was vigorous enough to prove the independence and 
authority of Parliament, 

Just as feudalism perished of its own success, so the English monarchy 
was soon to be weakened by the very services which it rendered. The 
immense respect which invested the Tudors was born as much from 
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memory of the disasters previous to their advent as from the inherent 
merits of this family. But proverbially— “the danger past, God forgotten.” 
Encouraged by the internal order restored by the monarchy, and by the 
external security arising from England’s new maritime power and the 
divided state of Europe, the squires and burgesses were soon seeking to 
impose their will on the King, as expressed through Parliament. Crown 
and Commons were to play a great match, the stake being the supreme 
power; and the rashness of a new dynasty gave Parliament the victory. 
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THE TRIUMPH OF PARLIAMENT 




Chapter I 


James I and the Religious Question 


The Tudor kings had been national gods. To placate them their sub- 
jects, their clergy, and even their bishops had more than once changed the 
country’s religion. At one word from them the heads of nobles and Min- 
isters had been lowered unresistant to the block. Sometimes their will 
had been opposed by Parliament with murmurs or a humble remon- 
strance: but with refusal, never. We have seen the sources of this aston- 
ishing power: in the people, a strong need for authority after a long 
period of lawlessness; in Henry VII and in Elizabeth, a genius for sov- 
ereignty and an intuitive sense which enabled them generally to foretell 
the reactions of public opinion. It was only the assent of public opinion 
which gave an unarmed monarchy its paradoxical vigor. “The beef- 
eaters of the Palace could guard the barge in which a rebellious nobleman 
or a fallen Minister was rowed from Whitehall steps to Traitor’s Gate 
in the Tower, because the London ’prentices never attempted a rescue 
on the way.” Neither the sovereign nor his Privy Council could have 
compelled the obeisance of a population of five millions, with the age-old 
habit of keeping weapons in their homes and a long training in handling 
bow and sword. Since the accession of Henry VII the Tudors’ power had 
been psychological and emotional, not military. This prolonged success, 
and the willing submission of the English people, engendered dangerous 
illusions in the successors of Queen Elizabeth. 

On the very day of her death (March 24, 1603), a deep disquiet began 
to move across the country. Patrols were out in the London streets. 
Protestant seamen left their ports to ward off a possible Papist invasion 
from the Low Countries. Calm was restored when it was learned that 
the Calvinist James VI was to come south from his Scottish kingdom as 
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TABLE IV 

The Stuart Rulers of Great Britain 


James I 
1603-16x3 


Henry 


CRiHesT' 

16x5-1649 


Charles II 
1660-1685 

Mary 

m. William 
Prince of Orange 


Jambs II Henrietta 
1685- Duchess of Orleans 
1688 I 

I Anne Mary 

Duchess of Savoy ^ 


ElizaFetliRlectress 
Palatine 
. 1 

- Sophia Electress 
of Hanover" ^ 

I 

George I — 
1714-17x7 
(See Table V) 


William HI = Mary Anne James House of 
1689-170X 1689- 170X- d. 1765 Bavaria 

1694 1714 I 


Charles Henry 

Edward d. 1807 

d. 1788 


The claims of the descendants of Henrietta, daughter of Charles I, were set aside 
by statute in 1701 in favor of those of the descendants of her aunt Elizabeth the 
Electress Palatine. (See page ^$4.') 


James I of England, uniting the two crowns. From the border, all the 
way to London, the new King’s progress was a prolonged triumph. 
Every village pealed its bells, and crowded its market-place to cheer the 
sovereign; the splendor of the festivities in the great houses dazzled King 
James, so long used to the poverty of Scotland. Only one of his actions 
was displeasing and disturbing: he overlooked the rights of the free 
Englishman, and had a thief, who had been arrested during his journey, 
hanged without trial. But before encountering resistance he was able to 
draw heavy drafts on the legacy of trust bequeathed by his predecessor. 

James was thirty-seven, a rather ludicrous figure of a man, devoid of 
any dignity, a chatterbox impeded by a tongue too large for his mouth. 
The buffoonery of his conversation disguised its substance, which was 
never savorless. It has been remarked that the succession of James I to 
Elizabeth Tudor was the supplanting of a masculine by a feminine na- 
ture. And certainly a childhood and youth spent in a maze of murders 
and plots had left King James with a terror of armed men. *'Beati pact fid'' 
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was his motto. His clothes were padded to withstand stabbing, and the 
sight of a sword made him queasy. He was fairly cultured, but intellec- 
tual rather than intelligent. In a precocious youth he wrote verses, theo- 
logical treatises, and works on political doctrine wherein he demonstrated 
that kings are intended by God to rule, and subjects intended likewise 
to give obedience.^The King, therefore, was above the Law, but, except 
in exceptional cases of which he alone could be judge, he ought to submit 
to the Law in order to set an example. 

This was proud teaching, but it had served well in Scotland to compel 
the respect of an overweening and formidable clergy, which arrogated 
the right of judging the sovereign and coaxing him by calling him 
“God’s silly vassal.” James I arrived in England with a dangerous con- 
viction of his intellectual superiority. In all good faith he believed himself 
a theologian of genius who would bring the truth to the bemused Eng- 
lish. He knew virtually nothing of the character of his new subjects, 
and did not try to understand them. Forthwith he ranted and stammered 
and slobbered before their assemblies, unconsciously amusing them by 
his Scots accent. He expected his eloquence and erudition to be praised 
to the skies. But he was dealing with a race who were in no temper to 
lend car to an argumentative intruder. 

In spite of a Calvinist upbringing, the new King settled down quite 
comfortably with the Anglican Church. He had suffered from the demo- 
cratic freedom of the Presbyterians in Scotland, and was not displeased 
at finding in England a Church which acknowledged a hierarchy having 
the King at its summit. Elizabeth had imposed a conformity as rigorous 
as the old one of the Roman Church. All men had to profess the Thirty- 
nine Articles; the clergy could use only the Book of Common Prayer; 
and the ecclesiastical commissions were quite as strict as the Roman 
courts had been. To the true Anglican the Reformation did not appear 
as a break with the past; his Church seemed to him “Catholic,” that is 
to say, universal. The average Protestant, it has been observed, abandoned 
the Roman faith because it was no longer in fashion, but his inner 
heart kept turning towards it. The Anglican doctrine, which was the 
State religion, found itself attacked on both flanks, by the Catholics 
and the Puritans. The Catholics in England, during the latter part of 
Queen Elizabeth’s reign, had suffered persecutions the severity of which 
was intensified by the war with Spain and the Jesuit conspiracies. Ex- 
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eluded from all local or national official posts, they were not even allowed 
to leave their own properties without the signed permission of a justice 
of the peace. They were liable to heavy fines (although in practice these 
were not often levied) for non-attendance at the Anglican service. A 
priest who said Mass, and any who harbored him, could be sentenced to 
a traitor’s hideous death, but the threat was comparatively rarely carried 
out, and in many country houses the Catholic chaplain was still to be 
found in a hidden loft. By the early years of James Fs reign the adherents 
of the old faith numbered (it has been estimated) barely one in twenty 
of the population. They cherished high hopes when a son of Mary Stuart 
ascended the throne. He was known to have corresponded with the Pope 
and to favor toleration. He did, in fact, offer to abolish fines for religious 
offenses, but only on condition that the Catholics declared their loyalty 
to the King and not to the Pope, and that they should refrain from 
proselytizing. These terms were incompatible with genuine faith, and it 
was not long before the Catholics became so disappointed that a number 
of them began plotting against the King. 

The most dangerous of these conspiracies was the famous Gunpowder 
Plot. Its aim was the simultaneous slaying of the King, the Lords, and the 
Commons, by blowing up the House of Lords when all were there as- 
sembled. With the Protestants thus left leaderless, a Catholic rising would 
have a chance of success, as the plotters counted on the inertia of the 
masses. The type of the conspirators and the methods employed are 
reminiscent of the terrorist plots in Russia at the end of the nineteenth 
century. They were men of good birth. The most famous of them, Guy 
Fawkes, a Catholic soldier, had learned the arts of sapping and tunneling 
during the wars in Flanders. He and his friends began by renting a 
cellar opposite the Houses of Parliament, but soon discovered accidentally 
a site lying immediately beneath the House of Lords, which would free 
them from the need for digging a mine themselves. Renting this, they 
filled the place with barrels of powder concealed under fagots, and their 
attempt would doubtless have succeeded if the plotters had not deemed 
it necessary to warn some of their partisans in order to organize the 
rising which was to follow the explosion. One of their confidants felt 
it his duty to warn the authorities. Guy Fawkes stayed on alone, with 
great courage, to light the fuse at the proper moment. He was found and 
arrested on the night of November 4-5, 1605, and put to a cruel death. 
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With him died also his accomplices and Henry Garnet, the Provincial 
of the English Jesuits, accused of instigating the crime. This charge seems 
to have been untrue: Garnet sinned only by his silence, but the indigna- 
tion roused by the disclosure of an attempt so grave and so nearly suc- 
cessful, made all Catholics still more suspect. They were deprived of 
civic rights, banned from the Bar and from the practice of medicine, 
and even from managing the property of their children under age. The 
Gunpowder Plot achieved the ruin of Catholicism in England for many 
years to come. In men’s minds it became linked with dark ideas of plot- 
ting against the safety of the State, and for a full century any sovereign 
or statesman suspected of alliance with Rome was condemned by public 
opinion. 

On its other flank the Anglican Church had to suffer the attacks of the 
Puritans, those who wished to purify the Church, not only from all con- 
tact with Rome, but from any Romanist practice as well. It was not so 
much a doctrine as a mental attitude. On James I’s accession a petition 
was presented to him by the Puritan clergy, who asked that every clergy- 
man should be entitled to decide for himself whether he should wear a 
surplice, that the sign of the cross be suppressed in baptism, as also the 
bowing of the head on uttering the name of Jesus, genuflexion before 
the altar, the ring in the marriage ceremony, and they called for strict 
Sabbath observance. Others, more radical in temper, wanted to abolish 
bishops and set up a Presbyterian Church on the Scottish model. A third 
group, the Independents, claimed for every man the right to choose his 
beliefs. But all three shared a deep dislike of gayety and an intense love 
of civic liberties, a fondness for simplicity of living and austerity in wor- 
ship. The Puritans detested the sensuous, southern poetry of the Eliza- 
bethan Renaissance. Was this the Saxon blood? Or the climate? The 
joyousness of the Mediterranean was a cause of astonishment and scandal 
to them. To a certain vein of poetry, it is true, they were sensitive, but it 
was that of the Psalmist or Ecclesiastes rather than of Spenser or Shake- 
speare. They baptized their children with the names of Hebrew patri- 
archs or warriors, and regarded themselves as a new people chosen of 
God, charged with the extermination of the Amalekites of the court. 
Constant reading of the Bible made them to live in a collective dream, 
gloomy if often exalted. They hated aU who shared not their beliefs, see- 
ing these as the children of darkness and themselves as the children of 
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light. They deplored the theater, were horrified by sin, especially by the 
sin of the flesh, dressed with willfully outmoded modesty, and cut their 
hair short to show their scorn for the courtiers with their curled wigs. In 
short, they were dreary, honest, insufferable, and strong. 

At the beginning of James’s reign the Puritans formed part of the Na- 
tional Church and hoped to imbue it with their teachings. A conference 
was held at Hampton Court, under the King’s presidency, to consider 
their petition. James took pleasure in this theological debate until the 
words “presbytery” and “synod” were introduced. They had painful asso- 
ciations for him. “A Scottish Presbytery,” he said, “agreeth as well with 
a monarchy as God with the devil. . . . Then Jack, Tom, Will, and 
Dick shall meet and at their pleasure censure me and my Council.” And 
taking up his hat to close the sitting, he exclaimed: “. . . No bishop, no 
King! ... I shall make them conform themselves or I will harry them 
out of the land.” With that one sentence he turned the religious quarrel 
into a political one. The Bible had taught these Puritans that the faith 
must be militant, and that it is the duty of every man who has seen the 
truth to make the truth prevail. And they would try to make it prevail 
against the King himself, since he so constrained them. In 1604 James 
had to expel from the Church three hundred Puritan clergy who refused 
to observe the Anglican rite. 

From now onwards three parties must be distinguished in the English 
clergy: a High Church party, the nearest to the Church of Rome and 
accepting the ritual imposed by the Tudor kings; a Presbyterian, non- 
conforming party, remaining within the Church but anxious for its re- 
form; and an Independent or Congregationalist party, disapproving 
equally of Anglican episcopacy and Presbyterian synods. The Independ- 
ents held that there should be no such thing as a State Church, whether 
of the English or the Scottish pattern. A Church, in their view, was a 
group of Christians united only by their own will. Some of them, in their 
respect for individual liberty, went so far as to suppress the baptism of 
children, only allowing the baptism of adults in a state of full belief, thus 
coming to be known as Baptists. 

It is important to realize that the Independent Protestants, if they re- 
mained in England, could not hope to practice their faith in peace. 
Within the official Church a clergyman could be more or less ritualistic; 
outside it, there was no safety. Many chose exile, and after 1608 emi- 
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grated to Holland; and even there many of the extremists were perturbed 
by the heresies in the air. In 1620 some of them returned from Holland 
to Southampton, but only to embark at once on the ship Mayflower, 
which was to convey them to America. They planned to settle within 
the northern limits of the Virginia Company’s claims, but winds and 
tides took them to a still more northern landing-place, on the coast of 
what is now called New England. During the next few years, which were 
not favorable to the Puritans in England, they were joined over there 
by thousands of emigrants, and in their new country these men who had 
preferred exile to heresy established, as the logical outcome, a theocracy. 



Chapter II 


King against Parliament 


King James I and his Parliament had nothing in common. A frivolous 
and vicious court seethed with scandals, of which adultery was the most 
trifling. The King, a fond and feeble man, could not dispense with favor- 
ites, chosen for pretty looks rather than statesman-like gifts. With these he 
debated the highest matters of State, not at the council table, but after 
supper or a hunting-party. On his accession he was wise enough to keep 
by his side Robert Cecil, whom he created Earl of Salisbury in 1605, and a 
few others of Elizabeth’s ablest counselors. But gradually power slipped 
into the hands of his favorite, Robert Carr, who became Earl of Somerset, 
and then to George Villiers, a superbly handsome youth in his early 
twenties, poor but well-born, who was cynically pushed forward by the 
Archbishop and his allies to supplant Somerset. Villiers had caught the 
eye of James at once. Groom of the Chamber, Knight of the Garter, Baron, 
Viscount, Marquess, Lord High Admiral, Warden of the Cinque Ports, 
Duke of Buckingham, the favorite Minister of James I, then of his son, 
Charles I — “never,” said Clarendon, “any man in any age, nor, I believe, 
in any country, rose in so short a time to so much greatness of honor, 
power, or fortune upon no other advantage or recommendation than of 
the beauty and graciousness of his person.” The letters that passed be- 
tween Buckingham and James show the astonishing familiarity with 
which the subject treated his sovereign. And it is easy to picture how this 
merrymaking and dissolute court horrified the sober knights who repre- 
sented the English yeomen and burgesses in Parliament. These coun- 
try members were unspoiled by London life. They were, it has been well 
said, the heirs of long generations of a healthy, country life, formed by the 
Elizabethan culture and inspired by the Puritan religion. The court 
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had no grip on them. They were not covetous of preferment and they 
knew that the King’s only armed force was the trained bands or country 
militia, who thought as Parliament thought. Impervious to fear or 
favor, they proudly exercised the privilege of attacking the royal admin- 
istration, and after one sitting, when they freely spoke their minds about 
the Duke, and even the King, they returned on foot fearlessly from West- 
minster to the City, fully aware of being protected against the angers of the 
court by the silent but active complicity of the citizens, high and humble, 
of the capital. 

(^Such was the Parliament, conscious of its duties and its strength, upon 
which James I ingenuously wished to impose the doctrine of the divine 
and hereditary right of kings.) It was a theory new to England, where 
heredity, if the safety of the country so demanded, had always been over- 
ruled by the choice of the Council and then of Parliament. The logical 
mind of James I sought to make the monarchy systematic and coherent; 
and this, in a land blessed by inconsistence, meant certain unpopularity. 
According to the royal theologian, not only did the King, crowned and 
anointed, become a sacred personage, but, as God had in advance chosen 
and consecrated all future kings. Parliament could merely record the 
divine ordinances. The King was responsible to God, but not to his sub- 
jects. He was not subject to Law, because he was the Law. "'Rex est lex'i 
this doctrine, with which James I had successfully confronted the claims 
of the Scottish Church, could only offend the House of Commons. 

Against the King’s abstract system. Parliament set up English custom. 
It did not yet claim control of the executive’s action. Save for treason, 
ministers had never been responsible to Parliament, on which their admin- 
istrative acts were not dependent. But the general principles for the gov- 
ernance of the nation — that is to say, the laws — should be laid down only 
by “the Crown in Parliament,” and such laws were obligatory on the 
King himself, on his ministers, and on his Council. \When the Stuarts 
came upon the scene, the conflict began between royal absolutism and the 
legislative power of Parliament.'^ Considering only the theoretic right, a 
case could be made for both positions, that of absolute monarchy and that 
of limited monarchy. To Parliament, as to the Crown, the sovereignty of 
the people had been delegated, and in Tudor times the monarch had 
often expressed popular feeling better than the Commons. As a matter 
of practice, however, the conflict had to be settled. A political regime can 
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survive only if it provides a mode of expression for the real forces of the 
country and, at the same time, consecrates a supreme power in the State 
which can have the last word at a decisive moment. Sovereignty, as 
Hobbes was later to say, is indivisible. 

A government respects the liberty of the citizens in so far as it needs 
their assent to the imposition of taxes.^he King of France became an 
absolute sovereign because he was able to establish the taille as perpetual. 
Eli2:abeth’s power was increased in proportion to her economical spending 
and to the exceptional sums accruing to her from the exploits of Drake 
and the pillage of the Spanish treasure^ James I, with his ostentatious 
:ourt and favorites to be loaded with gifts, was bound to be an extravagant 
sovereign. One contemporary commented that although all kings threw 
money from the window on the coronation days, James was the first 
to do so every day. His very feminine taste for jewelry cost him some- 
times as much as ;C37,ooo a year, whereas he devoted only 27,000 to the 
army. In 1614 he needed 155,000 for his household, whereas Elizabeth 
spent on this only £2^,000 in 1601. Even had he been thrifty, the rise 
in prices would in itself have caused him difficulties. (A Star Chamber 
dinner cost the Treasury, for an equal number of guests, two pound? in 
1500, but twenty pounds in i6oo.y^ Although James I avoided wars, jie 
spent ^600,000 a year, while his revenues amounted only to about 
;{^400,ooo, of which ^150,000 came from the tunnage and poundage, fixed 
duties on wool and leather which Parliament customarily voted to the 
King for life. To fill up the gap James tried various expedients: he solicited 
freewill offerings; he forced landowners who declined knighthood on 
account of its obligations, to pay a substantial sum to release themselves; 
he sold peerages; he sold the timber of Crown forests. Finally he proposed 
to Parliament the Great Compact, whereby the King was to renounce 
all his former feudal rights in exchange for a life income of ,^200,000. 
This compromise was rejected by Parliament which was dissolved by the 
King. For ten years on end, between 1611 and 1621, it was not again sum- 
moned, except for a few weeks in 1614. Could the Crown live without 
it? The solution of the problem of sovereignty depended on the answer 
to that question. 

If a king is to live without money, he must live without war. And this 
was the fervent desire of the pacific James. In 1604 he concluded an 
inglorious but not shameful peace with Spain. The Spaniards gave Eng- 
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land her claim to the freedom of the European seas; the English did not 
renounce the freedom of the ocean. Nothing was settled; there was no 
real compromise. With the death of Cecil in 1612, Elizabethan prudence 
vanished from the royal Councils. Attempts were made to arrange for the 
marriage of the heir to the throne with a Spanish Infanta. No scheme 
could be more unpopular. An Infanta, the Protestants believed, would 
bring Jesuits, fagots and plots in her wedding-chest. The Prince himself 
declared that he would not lay two religions in one bed. After the disgrace 
of Carr the anti-Spanish party seemed for a few years to have the upper 
hand. A veteran of the Elizabethan wars, Sir Walter Raleigh, was 
fetched out of the Tower of London, where James had confined him for 
supposed conspiracy. Raleigh had always desired an empire for England, 
and now, after thirteen years of captivity, he passed suddenly from prison 
to a ship’s bridge, and sailed by the King’s orders for Guiana, whence, 
like Drake, he was supposed to bring back fabulous treasure. But he was 
badly equipped and poorly supported, and was beaten by the Spaniards. 
Then, after “that sea-whiff between dungeon and death,” he was beheaded 
by his King to placate Spanish feeling. George Villiers, Duke of Buck- 
ingham, who had taken Somerset’s place in the King’s affections, was in 
his turn beguiled by the ambassadors of the Escorial. Prince Henry had 
died in 1612, and Charles, the new heir-apparent, seemed less stanchly 
Protestant. 

The religious struggles on the Continent at this time roused those vio- 
lent passions in the English Puritans which are always kindled in a coun- 
try by foreign happenings which seem to mirror its own internal struggles. 
In 1618 there began in Central Europe that great war which was later 
called the Thirty Years’ War, whereby the House of Austria, with Span- 
ish support, strove to renew the unity of the Empire and the hegemony 
of the Roman Church. The oppressed Hussites of Bohemia had intrusted 
themselves to the young Elector Palatine, who had married the Princess 
Elizabeth, the attractive daughter of James I. Attacked by the Catholic 
princes in both of his kingdoms, the Elector appealed to his father-in-law 
for aid. Public opinion in England backed him. The Puritans would have 
hesitated to pledge England to a campaign in Bohemia, a land which 
appeared to them as Oriental, remote, unknown. But they were ready 
to defend the frontier of the Rhine. To do so it would have been necessary 
to prevent the Spaniards from landing in the Low Countries, and this 
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meant having a fleet as pov^erful as England had had in Drake’s day. But 
James had been negligent of his strength. With no Parliament and no 
money, he had also no ships ready for war. By a too passive love of peace 
he had played, willy-nilly, right into the hands of less pacific princes. 
And at last, in 1621, in order to prepare for war against Spain, or at least 
to give the Spaniards that impression, James had to summon Parliament. 

Between a Parliament knowing it was reluctantly summoned, and a 
king who disbelieved in its rightful claims, a clash was inevitable. Parlia- 
ment subordinated the voting of subsidies to the redressing of grievances. 
Abuses were numerous — the sale of monopolies and posts, the corruption 
of judges. The Lord Chancellor, Francis Bacon, a man of high intellect 
but weak character, was made a scapegoat, confessed to malpractices, and 
was condemned to confiscation of property and dismissal. This was the 
first impeachment of a great public figure since 1459, and a clear sign of 
the independence of the Commons. They wished also to intervene in 
foreign affairs. A strongly Protestant Flouse wanted war against Spain 
and a campaign in the Palatinate. The King’s intention had been only to 
threaten Spain, and it would have horrified him to go on from threats to 
action. Along with Buckingham, he prepared a new scheme for a Span- 
ish marriage, this time for his son Charles, hoping that the restoral of the 
Palatinate to his son-in-law would be a clause in the contract. Parlia- 
ment expressed strong dislike of thi$ compromising policy, land the King 
informed it that high matters of State were not its concern. To which the 
Parliament’s reply was that the liberties and privileges of Parliament were 
the ancient and undisputed heritage of English subjects, and that difficult 
and urgent matters concerning the King, the State,’ the defense of the 
realm and of the Church of England, were appropriate subjects for de- 
bate by Parliament.yiSo deeply did these assertions shock the King that 
he tore the page that showed them from the records of the House, expelled 
the members, and arrested seven of their number, amongst them John 
Pym, one of those responsible for the offending page and a man of high 
authority in the House of Commons. Then, in February, 1621, he sent 
off Prince Charles and the Duke of Buckingham to achieve the conquest 
of the Infanta in Spain. 

The joint letters of Charles and Buckingham during this journey afford 
astonishing reading. They show how highly personal and rather puerile 
any policy of favoritism is. These two romantic youths had left in dis- 
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guise. They addressed the King in their letters as “Dear Dad and Gossip,” 
and signed them “your Baby and your Dog”--Charles being the baby 
and Buckingham the dog. James I was in correspondence with the Pope, 
to whom he promised lenient treatment of English Catholics if the Holy 
See would sanction the Spanish marriage without insisting on excessively 
strict religious terms. This was a praiseworthy promise, but not within his 
power to give. The Pope replied by requiring that any children born of 
the marriage should have Catholic nurses. Meanwhile the Spaniards were 
being riled by the conceit and behavior of the English mission. Sir 
Edmund Verney, who accompanied the Prince, struck a Spanish priest, 
and the King of Spain sternly requested Buckingham to send back the 
Protestant members of his retinue to England. Negotiations carried on in 
this spirit were bound to collapse. James chafed at his dreary “widowed 
life,” separated from his favorite. In October, 1621, he recalled his “baby 
and dog.” Londoners were so delighted at this rupture, and at seeing their 
Prince return still unwed and un-Romanized, that they gave Charles and 
his mentor an enthusiastic welcome. Their plaudits alone sufficed to fling 
the vain, flimsy Buckingham into the anti-Spanish camp, and suddenly 
the detested favorite became the popular leader for a war desired by 
Englishmen. Parliament itself declared that no man had ever deserved 
better of his King and country, and James, notwithstanding his pacifism, 
had to yield. From that time until King James died in 1625, and even 
during the early years of Charles I’s reign, Buckingham had the power, 
without the prudence, of a king. 
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Buckingham and Charles I 


To SCRUTINIZE in Van Dyck’s portraits the sad and beautiful features of 
King Charles I is to be the less surprised at his woes. His face showed no- 
bility, honesty, timidity, but also a sort of somber obstinacy. Charles was 
pious and chaste. He blushed at hearing an improper word, and fell silent 
when someone’s demeanor displeased him. Devoid of imagination, he 
never foresaw the reactions of his subjects, and when these were hostile, 
the surprise set loose the blind violence of a timid man. He was sincerely 
eager to act well, but had contrived for himself a system of ideas which 
neither argument nor experience could ever alter. He died, it has been said, 
repeating all the affirmations of his lifetime. It was his misfortune that at 
the beginning of his reign he found himself associated in the public mind 
with Buckingham, whose vanity and volatility were riling to the best Eng- 
lishmen, and whom they compared to those unhealthy mists which rise 
from the fields and veil the setting and the dawning sun. Notwithstanding 
the differences in their nature, perhaps because of them, Charles had an 
unabashed fondness for this “Steenie,” with whom he had spent his youth, 
and who had lent to his life something vivacious and fanciful which he 
could not give it himself. 

It was Buckingham who, after the projected Spanish marriage, sug- 
gested and negotiated for the King a marriage with Henrietta Maria, 
the youngest daughter of King Henry IV of France. To bring a Catholic 
Queen, with a foreign retinue, into a country still quivering from the 
shock of Gunpowder Plot, was a grave error. The Protestants pointed 
out that no French Queen had ever brought great happiness to England. 
Later they fancied that there was some fatality in that name of Maria, 
which the King preferred using to his consort’s other name. Admittedly 
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Charles was at pains to declare that the future Queen would have religious 
freedom only for herself and her attendants, and that there would be no 
change in the position of the English recusants; but by a secret clause in 
the marriage contract, the King actually pledged protection for the Cath- 
olics. The beginnings of his married life were unfortunate. The fifteen- 
year-old Queen sided with her followers against the English. She went 
to pray for the Catholic martyrs beneath the Tyburn gibbets. Charles 
wrote to Buckingham that if his wife was to be kept away from danger- 
ous influences, it was urgent “to put away the monsieurs,” and he soon 
ordered their deportation to their own country, by agreement if possible, 
by force if necessary. With this crisis overcome, the royal pair was des- 
tined to become one of the mose affectionate and united in history, but 
the unhappy start made a breach between the English and French courts, 
a rift which was dangerous for Buckingham, who was anxious to secure 
a French alliance against Spain. 

Buckingham was neither a diplomat nor a general, and his foreign 
policy was as inconsistent as it was rash. When the quarrel with Spain 
broke out, he had for some time dallied with the role of champion of the 
Protestant nations; and this won him loud plaudits in London. But to 
play this part in earnest on the Continent would have needed a powerful 
army. England, however, was a small country, with no desire to be 
a military power. The expeditions which tempted Buckingham into Hol- 
land and to Cadiz all ended in disaster, through lack of organization. A 
policy of alliance with Catholic France would have been conceivable, as 
hatred of the House of Austria might incline Richelieu to seek allies in 
the Reformers’ camp. But to promise Richelieu — as Buckingham was bold 
enough to do — the support of Protestant seamen against the Huguenots of 
La Rochelle, was sheer folly. Having discovered that he could not count on 
a close alliance between Charles I and Louis XIII, Buckingham avenged 
himself on the latter by openly making love to his wife, Anne of Aus- 
tria. And then, having made certain foes of Spain and France, the two 
great powers of the west, and lacking the money to support such a strug- 
gle, he found himself forced to apply to Parliament. 

/^'Thc Parliaments of Charles I had a growing list of grievances and were 
more skilled in tactics than their predecessors.] Their members, nearly all 
cultivated and devout squires, knew and respected the common law. 
Amongst them sat a great lawyer, Sir Edward Coke, a former judge, and 
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a man of formidable character who had been able successfully to assert 
the principle of the subservience of the King to the Law. These members 
of Parliament respected the traditional forms and knelt respectfully before 
the sovereign, but they realized that in the last resort supremacy must 
belong to Parliament. A new theory was taking shape in their minds, that 
of ministerial responsibility. The King can do no wrong; if he is in error, 
the guilt lies only with the Minister who ought to have enlightened him; 
and this minister, even if approved by the King, deserves the impeachment 
formerly reserved for traitors. One eminent Parliamentarian, Sir John 
Eliot, asserted this principle in connection with Buckingham’s foolish 
attack upon La Rochelle: “My Lords,” he said, prosecuting the Minister 
in the name of the Commons before the Lords, “I will say that if His 
Majesty himself were pleased to have consented, or to have commanded, 
which I cannot believe, yet this could no way satisfy for the Duke, or make 
any extenuation of the charge, for it was the duty of his place to have 
opposed it by his prayers, and to have interceded with His Majesty to make 
known the dangers, the ill consequences, that might follow.” Charles I, 
who had admired the courts of France and Spain and believed, like his 
father, in the divine right of kings, would not admit this doctrine, and 
appealed to his own sovereign responsibility. He would not allow the 
House to discuss his servants, and least of all the one now beside him. But 
how was he to secure obedience.'^ When he sent Eliot to jail, the energy 
of Parliament secured his liberation. Could the Kinc: rule without Parlia- 
ment, depending on freewill gifts or forced loans? Such devices only 
produced slender revenues in a time of mounting expenditure. After 
humiliating defeats at the hands of France, particularly at the lie de R 4 
the House of Commons had perforce to be recalled. 

This 1628 Parliament, elected in anger, set about the task of requiring 
due respect from the King for the law of the realm. It drew up the famous 
Petition of Right^largely drawn up by Sir Edward Coke, which was a 
darified reiteration of what were supposed to be the principles of Magpa 
Carta. The original feature of the Petition of Right lay in the fact that it 
sought to fix definite bounds between the royal power and the power of 
the law. jit recalled all the earlier conventions made between the English 
people ^nd their sovereigns. Men had thought that there would be no 
more forced loans, that no free man could be imprisoned without law- 
ful reason, but all such principles had been violated. Furthermore, Parlia- 
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merit complained of the conduct of Buckingham’s soldiers and sailors, of 
the obligation laid on citizens to lodge these undisciplined troops, and of 
die irregular application of martial law; and His Most Excellent Majesty 
was respectfully begged to remedy these matters. For a long time the 
King hesitated. He had a deep dislike of the ideas upheld in this petition, 
but the Lords themselves joined with the Commons in its presentation. In 
the end he answered as Parliament wished him: ''Soit droit fait commc 
tl est desire’ (“Let right be done as is desired”) and the^etition became 
a fundamental law of the realm. It placed conspicuous reins on the King’s 
prerogative. In particular, it checked the right to billet troops and the 
exercise of martial law. j 

If Parliament was right in its insistence on respect for the laws, it 
erred unreasonably in foreign affairs. It called upon the King to uphold 
the Protestants of the Palatinate, but refused him the necessary subsidies. 
The country gentlemen and lawyers assembled at Westminster knew 
little of Europe and understood nothing about the rise of prices. It would 
be unjust, therefore, to attribute the breach only to the King and his 
intransigence. Macaulay has said of Charles I that, infatuated by His 
Majesty, he felt it incumbent on his honor to retain the tone of tyranny 
whilst calling for the help of liberty. But an examination of the original 
texts will show that Charles did not adopt the tone of tyranny, and that 
liberty refused its help. After giving way on the Petition of Right, the 
King could justifiably hope that tunnage and poundage would be granted 
to him for life. But it was not so. Actually, the desire of the Commons 
was not just to revive the old liberties, but to acquire new ones, and to 
become the sole power in the realm. Such a defeat and such new ideas the 
Crown could not possibly accept without a struggle. The death of Buck- 
ingham, who was stabbed by one Felton in August, 1628, did not relieve 
the tension. From the windows of his palace the King witnessed the de- 
light of the London crowd and men drinking the murderer’s health. To 
save the Duke’s body from outrage at the mob’s hands, it had to be buried 
in secret. Charles was too dignified to show his feelings, but he never for- 
got that flaunting of hatred. In the next session the conflict with Parlia- 
ment was resumed. And this time it wore a mainly religious aspect. 

Puritans and Ritualists were still striving for control of the Church of 
England. The King favored the High Church faction, partly because of 
his wife's influence, and partly because the High Church clergy were 
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absolutists in their political views and supported the King’s intervention in 
ecclesiastical matters. Confusion reigned in men’s minds. A Calvinistic 
cleric would set the communion table in the center of the choir, and then 
a sacramentalist would come and place it in its old position. One rejected 
the surplice, another wore it. Laud, Bishop of London and later Arch- 
bishop of Canterbury, made it his custom to consult the King on all such 
matters, and even on the punishments that should be inflicted on sinners. 
He prepared for the King a list of the clergy, marking their names as Or- 
thodox or Puritan, “O” or ‘T,” and thereafter only an “O” received high 
preferment. But the mass of the people and Parliament were of Calvinist 
hue. Laud and the court accepted the views of the Dutch theologian 
Arminius (1560-1609), and believed in the doctrine of free will, whereas 
London and Parliament inclined to predestination. Calvinist apprentices 
and Arminian courtiers insulted one another in the street. The free-will 
cause became confounded, as Trevelyan points out, with that of despotic 
government, and that of predestination with the defense of Parliamentary 
privileges. “Whosoever squares his actions by any rule either divine or 
human, he is a Puritan. He that will not do whatsoever men will have 
him do, he is a Puritan.” Theological, political, and fiscal questions be- 
came inextricably mingled. If the King was not to have power to oblige 
his people to have the altars at the east end of their churches, or to use 
the surplice and the sacraments, he must be refused tunnage and pound- 
age, failing which he depended on a Parliament of Puritans. 

From this situation arose the curious and well-known^“three resolu- 
tions’^^oted by Parliament in 1629. They laid it down, first, ^that who- 
soever might seek to introduce Popery or Arminianism into England 
would be regarded as an enemy of the commonwealth; second, that who- 
soever might advise the collection of taxes unauthorized by Parliament 
would be similarly regarded; and third, that any merchant or other person 
paying; such taxes, not voted by Parliament, would be a traitor and a public 
enemy) Startled by the trend of these resolutions, the Speaker declared 
that he had been ordered by the King to close the sitting of the House 
before they were passed. Two members of Parliament seized him by the 
arms and held him down in his chair. Another bolted the door and pock- 
eted the key. When an official knocked in the King’s name, nobody 
opened it. The motions were carried. It was a scene of revolution. Charles 
retorted by a revolutionary action, and after the session imprisoned nine 
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members of the House, contrary to the Petition of Right. The most dis- 
tinguished of them, Eliot, died in the Tower three years later. Like all 
martyrdoms, that of this stanch Parliamentarian helped to sanctify the 
cause to which it testified — Puritanism. Charles was now determined to 
dispense with Parliaments. Had not the Tudors long done without them 
in the past? There remained the eternal question of how the King was 
to obtain money. On that, ultimately, the stability of any government 
depends. 
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King Without Parliament 


So NOW Charles I was alone in his palace of Whitehall with his young 
French Queen. By this time the shy King loved her with a fond and 
sensuous love which had a much deeper influence on him than it had 
while Buckingham was alive. Where could he look for support in his rule, 
now that he was deprived of the contact with public opinion which annual 
Parliaments might have given him? He found two men who shared his 
authoritarian creed and believed that firm wielding of the royal preroga- 
tive could insure the people’s happiness: one was William Laud, Arch- 
bishop of Canterbury since 1633, who directed ecclesiastical affairs and 
then had added financial matters to his charge; the other was a former 
member of that dangerous Parliament of 1628, Thomas Wentworth, cre- 
ated Earl of Strafford in 1640. 

Strafford suffered undue calumny. Because he had been a friend of the 
rebel Parliamentarians, like Pym and Eliot and Hampden, they regarded 
his rallying to the royal cause as treachery. “You are going to be undone,” 
said Pym; “but though you leave us now, I will never leave you while 
your head is upon your shoulders.” A striking phrase, which, as things 
turned out, had a prophetic ring. But where was the treachery? From the 
start of his career Wentworth had made plain where he stood: his rule, 
he declared, would be not to “contend with the prerogative out of Parlia- 
ment.” He held that popular trust and royal authority were two indis- 
pensable elements in any healthy State, the King being the keystone which 
could not be touched without bringing down the edifice. Charles at once 
recognized the gulf that separated this Government man from the Oppo- 
sition. Wentworth, he said, was an honest gentleman; and taking him 
into his service, the King intrusted him with his most exacting missions. 
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He made him President of the Council of the North, and then sent him to 
pacify Ireland. If he had been employed in England from the first, it is 
possible that Strafford would have raised the standing army without 
which the Crown’s prerogatives were shadows, not substance, and that 
in this event the destiny of England would have had more affinities with 
the France of Louis XIV. But Charles made profession of Strafford’s doc- 
trines without having either his strength of character or his organizing 
genius. When at last the King decided to set him in the highest place, 
the game was lost for both. 

Laud, too, was a stern man, but a man of good faith. This authoritarian 
prelate was ill-suited to rule Englishmen! he genuinely believed that 
firmness of Church doctrine was worth more than freedom of opinion. He 
wanted to impose forcibly a perfect uniformity of beliefs and ritual, and 
he was disdainful of patient persuasion. Throughout his life he had fol- 
lowed this same rigid line. At Oxford he had scandalized the Calvinist 
theologians by telling them that Presbyterians were as dangerous as 
Papists. As he genuflected before the altar and bowed his head whenever 
the name of Jesus Christ was spoken during the office, these symptoms had 
encouraged the Pope to offer him a Cardinal’s hat. But Laud declined it, 
so long as Rome remained what it was. An Aristotelian, he considered 
that habit was already nature, and that uniformity of ceremonial seemed 
necessarily to lead to unity of faith. He strove hard to impose both. He 
had no cruelty in his nature, and used neither stake nor rack, but admin- 
istratively he was a tyrant in the Church. 

Using the ecclesiastical courts, and the Court of High Commission in 
particular. Laud carried out a purge of the universities and the clergy. He 
kept an eye on sermons too Protestant in color, and had them shortened. 
He forbade the malcontent communities from calling in “readers” to 
supplement Anglican preaching. Fie closed the private chapels of the Puri- 
tans and forbade their pious meetings. In i6i8 James I had issued a circu- 
lar known as the Declaration of Sports, which encouraged his subjects to 
continue their Sunday games in defiance of the Puritan Sabbath. In sup- 
port of this view he offered very sound reasons : excessive strictness might 
easily drive men away from religion, as sports were good for bodily 
health and served to prepare men for war. The declaration horrified the 
Puritans, who refused to read it in their churches. James did not insist, 
but Laud tried to compel them. The true Protestants were grieved to 
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observe that, owing to the Queen’s influence, the Catholics were now en- 
joying some degree of toleration, whereas they themselves were being 
persecuted. The wars on the Continent were turning out favorably to the 
Catholic powers. In despair, many Puritans thereupon decided to banish 
themselves and live in America, remote from Lauds and Popes. Over 
twenty thousand went forth to join the Mayflower's Pilgrim Fathers, 
forming the nucleus of New England, where they introduced the most 
characteristic English institutions of their age. Had it not been for the 
strictness of Laud, North America might never have been an Anglo-Saxon 
civilization. But this remote consequence of the persecutions could not 
have been foreseen, and there were keen resentment and daily anguish 
in thousands of English homes, where Puritans strove to sustain their faith 
by daily reading of the Scriptures. 

^What taxes could actually be raised by a monarch who respected the 
law, at least in form) There was tunnage and poundage. But this de- 
pended on the volume of trade transactions, and for six months the 
London merchants protested against the wrongful imprisonment of 
Sir John Eliot by refraining from buying and selling. Traders refusing to 
trade! This was indeed a portent, but it was not understood. With the help 
of lawyers probing into ancient texts for archaic rights, the King produced 
taxes which had fallen into disuse. He laid claim to “voluntary” gifts, to 
the obligation on those who for centuries had been settled in royal forests 
to purchase their lands outright from the Crown, to the sale of tides of 
nobility, to compulsory knighthood, to “coat and conduct money,” to a 
tax on hackney coaches, to the sale of monopolies to courtiers, which filled 
both the Treasury and the pockets of the concessionaires at the expense of 
the public. Charles sought to impose on his subjects the use of a particular 
soap, indifferently manufactured by a corporation of monopolists. This 
preparation, which injured both linen and washerwomen’s hands, was 
called “the Popish soap,” and London housewives believed that these 
injuries were symbolic, and that its use was also deleterious to the soul. 

And so a high wall of prejudice and grievance and silence arose between 
the royal couple, secluded in Whitehall amongst the fine Dutch and 
Italian paintings which the King purchased from abroad, surrounded by 
lace-collared courtiers with wide-brimmed plumed hats on their long 
curling hair, and, on the other side, the London merchants with their 
short-haired apprentices and staid, gray-clad Puritan wives. Public opinion 
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was hostile and had no safety valve. With no Parliament, there were no 
public speeches; writings were censored; sermons were pruned by Laud; 
public meetings were forbidden. Despite the unpopularity of these meas- 
ures, no serious outburst took place for a long time. The people were deeply 
respectful of legality and a century of Tudor monarchy had accustomed 
them to regard the sovereign as a sacred figure, so that rebellion against 
the King still seemed to them a monstrous proceeding. To break down this 
fearful awe the most extreme errors had to be committed by the Crown. 

Amongst the old levies revived by the King’s servants was one known 
asiship money It had always been customary for the maritime towns to be 
called upon to ^participate in coastal defense by providing ships and ships’ 
crews. Charles I enforced this obligation on the whole country, and de- 
manded, not ships, but money to build ships. It was not an unreasonable 
request. For lack of an effective fleet, the English merchant marine had 
been at the mercy of pirates since the time of James 1 . The Barbary corsairs 
even ventured to attack vessels in English waters and to make slave-raids 
on the Irish coast. When Strafford assumed his duties in Ireland, his per- 
sonal effects were captured by pirates. A letter from Charles to “the Mayor, 
Commonality, and citizens of Our City of London” spoke of “certain 
thieves, pirates, and robbers of the sea, as well as Turks, . . . wickedly tak- 
ing by force and spoiling the ships, and goods, and merchandises, not only 
of our subjects, but also the subjects of our friends . . and required the 
City of London to provide him with one warship of nine hundred tons, 
four others of five hundred, and one of three hundred, complete with 
guns, gunpowder, and crews. But utility was not enough to secure Eng- 
lishmen’s acceptance of a tax; it had also to be voted by Parliament. So 
ran the Charter of English liberties, and such was the thesis upheld by cer- 
tain citizens, the most famous of whom was John Hampden. In 1637 the 
sheriff of his county claimed thirty-one shillings and sixpence from him in 
respect of one of his properties, and twenty shillings on another, as ship 
money. He refused to pay, not because of the sum (his fortune was sub- 
stantial), but on principle. He allowed himself to be brought before suc- 
cessive courts, and although in the end the Court of Exchequer gave judg- 
ment against him by seven votes to five, he was acquitted and idolized by 
public opinion. 

Notwithstanding the strict censorship, pamphlets attacking the court 
were rife. William Prynne, a Puritan pamphleteer, concerned with rc- 
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forming the morals of his time, had written against the long hair worn 
by courtiers, which he declared to be contrary to the laws of Christ. In 
1632 he published a tract on stage plays. Unluckily for him, the Queen 
and her ladies had themselves lately acted a comedy; the Star Chamber 
held the pamphlet to be an attack on the Queen, and sentenced Prynne 
to a fine of ^5,000 and to have his ears cut off. He was put in the 
pillory, and his ears were cut off by the common hangman. This cruel 
punishment did not stop him from writing, and in 1637, for an attack 
on Laud, he was again placed in the pillory, along with a clergyman and 
a doctor. The stumps of his ears were leveled down, and his cheek was 
branded with the initials “S. L.” — ^“seditious libeler.” The London crowd 
viewed with just horror this barbarous treatment of three respectable 
citizens. When the hangman laid hands on them, a great shout of anger 
rose. The wrath of the English people was waxing greater, a grave situa- 
tion in a State wherein the sovereign’s sole mainstay was the affection of 
his subjects. 

The crowning folly was an attempt to impose Anglican prayers and 
ritual on the Scots, the ardent defenders of their Presbyterian Kirk. Charles, 
King of both kingdoms, was even more ignorant of Scotland than of Eng- 
land. Although his father, James I, had given bishops to the Scots, the Kirk 
remained essentially Presbyterian. The Scottish Church, in the opinion of 
Laud, had not been reformed, but deformed; and this scandalized him. 
But when the bishops, at his bidding, introduced the new ritual to Scot- 
land, the congregations would not allow the service to go on. All classes 
in the land, nobles, burgesses, peasants, signed a pact, or Solemn Covenant, 
vowing fidelity to their Kirk as constituted. Charles set about breaking 
this religious league by armed force. But dragooning without dragoons is 
a perilous expedient. To what army could the King intrust his cause: To 
the trained bands, or militia.? But they were not trained. To the country 
gentlemen? But they were far from approving the cause. When the 
King put in the field a few Englishmen he had been able to muster 
against the excellent Scottish army (many of whose 20,000 men had 
served abroad under the Protestant princes and were commanded by a 
lieutenant of Gustavus Adolphus), the troops in both camps came to 
terms. If this “Bishops’ War” did not end in ^saster, it was only because 
the Scots were halted by negotiation. 

The King had one last hope — Strafford. He was the one strong man of 

[278] 



King Without Parliament 

the regime. In Ireland he had put into practice his watchword — ^“Thor- 
ough.” He was blamed for his harshness; but he had at any rate tamed the 
country, assembled a shadowy Parliament, and obtained troops and money. 
He had even contrived to send the King 20,000 for his Scottish cam- 
paign. When Charles consulted him, he advised firm action. Parliament 
should be summoned, and subsidies should be obtained by revealing the 
intrigues of the Scots with Richelieu. Then war would be waged whole- 
heartedly. Strafford himself hurried to Ireland, raised eight thousand men 
there, and returned ill but resolute. The Parliament convoked by Charles 
in 1640, the first for twelve years, had not forgotten old grudges. Far from 
granting support for a new war, the Commons demanded redressment of 
their grievances. Pym recounted all Charles’s failings, and the Parliamen- 
tarians negotiated with the Scots. On Strafford’s advice this so-called Short 
Parliament was dissolved after only eighteen days of session. In Straf- 
ford’s view, Charles had placed himself in such plight that if he could be 
saved at all, which was doubtful, it could only be by a pitiless despotism, 
working outside of the customary rules of governance. “Pity me,” he 
wrote to his friend George Radcliffe, “for never came any man to so lost a 
business. The army altogether unexercised and unprovided of necessaries 
. . . our horse all cowardly, the country from Berwick to York in the power 
of the Scots, an universal affright in all, a general disaffection to the King’s 
service, none sensible of his dishonor. In one word, here alone to fight with 
all these evils, without anyone to help. God of his goodness deliver me out 
of this, the greatest evil of my life. Fare you well.” 



Chapter V 


The Long Parliament 


With neither money nor loyal troops, beaten by the Scots, who occupied 
the northern counties and demanded for their evacuation not only religious 
liberty (which none could refuse them), but an indemnity as well, Charles 
I had to bow to the will of the most resolute among his subjects. The Lords 
invited him to summon a new Parliament; a petition signed with ten thou- 
sand names obtained by Pym requested likewise; he yielded. Never had 
any election roused such strong passions. Pym, like a party leader (a new 
function) traversed the countryside, holding meetings and forming local 
committees. Hampden, now one of the most highly respected men in the 
kingdom, lent the weight of his authority to Pym. It was the wish of these 
men to secure the election of true Puritans, ready to struggle against abso- 
lutism. The second Parliament of 1640 was not a reforming Parliament: it 
was a revolutionary Parliament. But it was not a demagogic assembly. The 
members of the Long Parliament (as it came to be called) were to a great 
extent gentlemen and landowners, staid, devout, cultivated men, and anx- 
ious to return as soon as possible to their family estates. Such men have no 
liking for turbulence, and only regretfully call in the help of the crowd. Far 
from being hostile to the institution of monarchy, they envisaged no other. 
But they felt bound to settle two issues with Charles, one political, the 
other religious, which had been poisoning the bloodstream of England 
since the house of Stuart came to the throne. 

It was Strafford whom Pym and the Parliamentarians feared, much 
more than they feared the King. Their hatred of him was all the greater 
because he had once been in their camp. Above all, they knew that between 
themselves and him it was a duel to the death. Either Pym would bring 
Strafford to the block, or Strafford would one day send Pym to the scaffold. 
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One of the first acts of the new Parliament was to impeach Strafford for 
high treason before the Lords. For several weeks Strafford had been aware 
that if he went to Parliament he was lost. He said so to Charles, who re- 
plied that, as he was King of England, he could shield him from any 
danger, and that Parliament should not touch one hair of his head. Straf- 
ford therefore presented himself before the House of Lords just when Pym, 
leading a deputation of the Commons, came to demand his arrest. Straf- 
ford had entered with a bold mien; he had to kneel at the bar of the House 
to hear the charge against him, and only left it a prisoner. If true justice 
were done, it seemed as if he could be saved. The impeachment had no 
legal validity. How could a charge of high treason, a crime against the King, 
be laid against the King’s most faithful servant? But constitutional prac- 
tice afforded Parliament no other means of getting rid of a minister sup- 
ported by the sovereign. Attempts were made to compromise Strafford by 
quoting remarks made by him in the Privy Council; he was said to have 
suggested the idea of using an Irish army to bring England to subjection. 
Only one witness, Sir Harry Vane, could be found, and he was none too 
sure. Pym and his friends realized with irritation that the Lords would 
not hold a majority to condemn Strafford, who, although his strength 
was sapped by sickness, defended himself in his own fine, trenchant style. 
The end of his plea moved the hearts of all who heard it: “Now, my 
lords,” he said, “I thank God I have been taught that the afflictions of 
this present life are not to be compared with that eternal weight of glory 
which shall be revealed for us hereafter; and so, my lords, even so, with 
all humility and with all tranquillity of mind, I do submit myself clearly 
and freely to your judgments, and whether that righteous judgment shall 
be life or death, te deum laudamus, te Dominum confitemurr 
The accusers, seeing their prey escaping them, fell back on the simpler 
and more brutal procedure of a bill of attainder, voted by Parliament and 
sanctioned by the Crown. This deprived tfie accused of all the safeguards of 
a court of justice. Considering the legal proofs alone, it is impossible to jus- 
tify the conduct of Pym and his friends. They murdered Strafford) with a 
few legislative formalities. In their defense it may be urged that, if Straf- 
ford had lived and recovered his freedom, he would not have failed to be 
“thorough” in destroying his foes. Perhaps it would have been wiser for 
Pym and his associates to admit frankly that a civil war had begun, and to 
abandon the hypocrisy of legal form. Lord Digby, in a speech that did him 
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honor, declared that he could not vote for the bill. “God keep me,” he 
exclaimed, “from giving judgment of death on any man, and of ruin to his 
innocent posterity, on a law made a posteriori. ... I know, Mr. Speaker, 
there is in Parliament a double power of life and death — a judicial power 
and a legislative. The measure of one is what is legally just; of the other 
what is prudentially and politically fit for the good and preservation of the 
whole. But these two under favor are not to be confounded in judgment. 
We must not piece upon want of legality with matter of convenience, nor 
upon the defailance of prudential fitness with a pretense of legal justice.” 
To what a pitch passion had risen may be gauged by the fact that this 
admirable speech was burned by the hangman, and the King was asked 
to confer no further honors upon Lord Digby, and to employ him no 
longer in any capacity. The bill of attainder was passed in the House of 
Commons by 204 votes to 59, and the names of the minority, which, ac- 
cording to the rules of the time, should have remained unknown, were 
posted up in London as those of Strafford’s men and enemies of their 
country. The City shops closed. Masters and apprentices trooped to West- 
minster to threaten the supporters of Strafford. Under this mob pressure, 
even the Lords voted the death penalty by 26 to 1 9 votes. 

The King had vowed that Parliament should not touch one hair of 
Strafford’s head. Would he sanction the act duly passed ? The bishops, in- 
fected by the general panic, advised Charles that, as King, he should have 
two consciences, one public, the other private. The London crowd massed 
round Whitehall, and became so menacing that the Catholic courtiers 
made confession and the bravest captains made ready to die in the defense 
of the staircases and corridors of the old palace. On May 9th the turmoil in- 
creased, and about nine o’clock that night the King signed. “If no less than 
his life can satisfy my people,” he wrote a day or two later, “I must say 
'Fiat JustitiaJ ” Strafford was taken aback by the King’s desertion, but he 
had the nobility to write and tell his master that he gave his life gladly. But 
he is said to have cried out : “Put not your trust in princes nor in the sons of 
men, for in them there is no salvation.” On the way to the scaffold, the 
aged Archbishop Laud, himself now a prisoner, came to his window to 
bless his friend, who died with such unaffected courage that even the City 
apprentices kept a resourceful silence. Thus vanished a great man, whose 
crime it had been to wish for a monarchy aided, not dominated, by Parlia- 
ment. From the date of this trial, it may be said that the King ceased to 
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be the State, as it was on account of loyalty towards the sovereign that 
Strafford was deemed a traitor to the country. 

By condemning Strafford, Parliament had eliminated the one man 
capable of transforming the English monarchy into an authoritarian gov- 
ernment on the model given to Europe by Spain or France. To make the 
victory of absolutism forever impossible, it now had to forbid the King to 
govern, as he and his father had over long periods done, without a Parlia- 
ment. It is a weakness of elected assemblies that when they come into 
conflict with a permanent executive, they can be dismissed by the lat- 
ter. Their only defense is to impose u|X)n the executive methods, and fixed 
dates, of convocation. Pym and his friends obliged the King to approve 
certain measures accordingly.^Firstly there was an act insuring the reg- 
ular summoning of Parliament, at least once in three years; if after three 
years the King still refrained from so doing, the meeting of Parliament 
could take place without reference to him; and no Parliament could be dis- 
solved before it had lasted for fifty days, or be prorogued beyond three 
years. Secondly, an act withdrew the King’s power to raise taxes without 
Parliamentary sanction: which meant the end of tunnage and poundage, 
and of ship money — in a word, of any taxes not agreed to by the Crown’s 
subjects. Thirdly, the powers of the King and his Council were greatly 
diminished, and the courts of prerogative (the Star Chamber and the like) 
yielded to the common law. The ecclesiastical Court of High Commission, 
which Laud had used against the Puritans, was abolished. The Crown was 
being made subservient to Law. J 

The religious problem was more complex than the political. On one 
point alone most of the Parliamentarians were agreed : as Protestants, they 
feared Popery. But many of them hated Laud’s bishops, who had tried 
to lead Englishmen back to ritualism, whilst others were attached to the 
old hierarchies. The former wished to extirpate episcopacy from the 
Church, “root and branch,” the latter. Episcopalians or partisans of the 
bishops, had the advantage of being more united than their opponents. 
Among the enemies of episcopacy, distinctions should be made between 
the Erastians, followers of the German theologian, Thomas Erastus (1524- 
1583), who subordinated Church to State in temporal matters, and made 
lay commissioners take the place of bishops; the Presbyterians, supporters 
of a religious democracy in the Scotdsh or Genevese style, with ciders and 
synods; and the Sectarians, or Congrcgationalists, or Independents, who 
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maintained that God was present with every group of true believers, and 
who thus, despite their extreme narrow-mindedness, became unwitting pre- 
cursors of freedom of conscience. 

In the counties, supporters of the episcopal Anglican Church predom- 
inated; in London, the Presbyterians had the backing of the Scots soldiers 
who had been installed in the capital since the victory, and whom Parlia- 
ment, seeing them as allies against the King, was in no haste to disperse. 
The Independents held that Episcopacy and Presbyterianism were merely 
two forms of tyranny. These religious and political disputes, be it remem- 
bered, went on from morning to night, in a city seething with theological 
passion. All day long the Parliamentarians debated, and often at night, 
by candle-light. Pym and Hampden and Hyde could be seen pacing to 
and fro in the graveyard at Westminster, or meeting at supper to go on 
discussing their great concern. Any rumor might make the merchants 
and apprentices put up the shutters and hurry up to Westminster or 
Whitehall. There was no armed force to hold this throng in check. Indeed, 
it was the crowd which actually protected Parliament. The King, for his 
part, retained a few long-haired officers, captains on half-pay whom the 
City youths jeered at as “Cavaliers”; they accepted the nickname with 
pride, whilst the Queen, looking down from a window at the Protestants 
with their cropped hair, asked who were these “Roundheads.” And both 
names stuck. 

Historians have generally reproached Charles I for his conduct during 
the Long Parliament. But how could he have envisaged the compromise 
which, during the following century, was to create a constitutional mon- 
archy.? As things stood, the King could see no way out of the dilemma: 
cither he must forcibly restore his authority, or he must become a phan- 
tom sovereign. Civil war was inevitable because, as there was no respon- 
sible minister interposed between King and Parliament, these two parties 
were in conflict. The idea that a minority could in such a case bow to 
the majority and leave it to govern, was not admitted, nor even con- 
ceivable. Once the country found itself seriously divided, civil war was 
the only solution. In any case, the principle of majority rule would never 
have solved the essential question of those days. It was religious. Interests 
may compromise; conscience does not. 

But it must be admitted that the King aggravated disorder by playing a 
double game. Charles meekly confirmed the measures voted by Parlia- 
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merit, and secretly conspired against both laws and Parliament. But he 
regarded himself as being in a state of war, in which everything is per- 
missible. He went so far as to ask for support from thclScot^who were 
still the best soldiers in Britain, against the English.VThey promised 
their aid if he would, for his part, accept the Presbyterian Covenant for 
England. Being a convinced Anglican, he could not accede to this, and 
had to renounce a Scottish alliance^He had one momentary glimpse of 
deliverance. The Parliamentarians, united in opposition against him, were 
split on the religious issue, some wishing to abolish all ritual and even 
alter the Prayer Book, the others being hostile to episcopacy but at- 
tached to the noble Anglican prayers. Thanks to this rift, an Anglican and 
royalist party took shape again, directed by men like Edward Hyde, 
whom the King might have made his counselors. A Great Remonstrance 
to Charles secured a majority of only eleven votes. The prestige of King 
Pym was lessening; it was restored by a blunder of King Charles. 

On January 3, 1642, the Attorney-General suddenly demanded of the 
Lords the impeachment for high treason of five members of the House 
of Commons, including Pym and Hampden. It was an unlawful step, as 
the right of impeachment pertained to the Lower House. The Lords 
showed hesitancy. The King proceeded in person to the Commons to 
arrest the five members. They had been warned, and the City had under- 
taken their concealment. It was a painful scene. The King entered the 
House followed by Cavaliers and took the Speaker’s chair. Members were 
standing bareheaded. One glance showed the King that “the birds were 
flown.” He left amid an excited and hostile crowd, who cried out, “Privi- 
lege!” as he passed. The City militia was mustered and assumed the pro- 
tection of Parliament. A clash between the two forces was becoming in- 
evitable. The King deemed it wiser to leave London. 



Chapter VI 


The Civil War Opens 


The time had come for Englishmen, one and all, to choose their side. 
But most of them would gladly not have chosen. ^This revolution was 
not one of those tidal waves which uplift the great masses. It cut across 
the classes rather than opposing some against others. Thirty peers were 
left at Westminster: eighty had followed the King; twenty stood neutral. 
Like the peers, the squires and yeomen were also divided between both 
camps. London, a Protestant and censorious city, sided with Parliament, 
but the cathedral towns stood behind their bishops, and therefore behind 
the King. The rural population was to a great extent indifferent. So 
long as they could sow and reap and go to market, it mattered little 
under what government. In some countries, Puritans and Anglicans, 
Royalists and Parliamentarians, signed covenants of neutrality. It was not 
until later, when the undecided found that both armies treated neutrals 
with no favor, that they grudgingly took one side or the other. Some- 
times it was one single, determined squire whose lead was followed by all 
the gentry of his neighborhood. The farmers followed their landlords. 
Pleasure-loving men sided with the King because the Puritans stood for 
austerity; the sectarians championed Parliament because they hoped, 
mistakenly, for religious freedom. It may be said that the Catholic north 
and the west of England inclined to the King, the south and east to 
Parliament; but these lines were ill-defined. At no moment did the 
campaigning armies number more than one fortieth of the country’s 
population, and in the most important battles of the Civil War there 
were at most 20,000 combatants on each sid^ 

It may seem surprising to allege apathy at this revolutionary time in 
a country which, in other circumstances, had shown such passionate 
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feelings. But in 1641 the doctrines and intentions of both parties were 
confused. Nobody in the Parliamentary camp, at the start of the war, 
wished to strike down Charles Stuart. Nobody supposed that he could 
be dispensed with. Parliament only wished to be sure of the King’s 
person, to separate him from his evil counselors, to persuade him not to 
link his cause with that of the bishops. Essex himself, the leading general 
of the Parliamentary forces, advised his troops to be prudent, on the 
grounds that the King, even if beaten, would still be king, whereas they, 
if beaten, would merely be rebels or traitors. The idea of the sacred char- 
acter of royalty, imprinted on men’s minds by two centuries of respect, 
remained intact. When the King raised his standard near Nottingham at 
the beginning of the war, the symbolic ceremony deeply affected many 
men whom reason inclined to the Parliamentary side. 

And yet the scene went wrong. It was raining, and Charles, with the 
finicking pedantry of the Stuarts, kept on correcting the herald who 
read the proclamation. The wind blew down the standard into the mud. 
Many a man thought, like Sir Edmund Verney, that, friendly though he 
might be to Bible and Parliament, he could not abandon in the hour of 
need a king whose bread he had eaten. There were many who thus 
upheld for loyalty’s sake a cause which no longer appeared to them just. 
Amongst the neutrals, some approved the political ideas of the Parlia- 
mentarians, but would not tamper with the Book of Common Prayer, 
whilst others, hostile to the Anglican Church, felt well disposed to the 
King. So much confusion could not kindle enthusiasm. In point of fact, 
the issue was not primarily one of a real revolution, which is nearly 
always provoked by some great economic disorder; it was rather, in this 
rich and relatively happy country, something which today would be 
termed a party struggle. Through a lack of constitutional machinery, 
this Parliamentary debate took the form of a pitched battle. It needed the 
evils of civil war to give birth to political tolerance, just as in other 
countries it took the horrors of persecution to compel tolerance in religion. 

The active participants in this war, in both camps, were the pick of 
the nation; and the struggle was to prove reasonably humane. The battles 
were costly in life and limb because the men who fought were brave, and 
the prisoners, except for the Irish and Catholic priests, were well treated. 
Each side extolled itself for having the virtues of a Christian army. Before 
an engagement, religious services were held by the commanders. Each 



The Miracle of England 

camp reproached the other for its sinfulness. In the Royalist army, said 
one of its number, men had the sins of mankind, loving wine and 
women; among the Roundheads, they had the sins of the devil — spiritual 
pride and rebelliousness. The courage and faith of the contestants were 
outstanding; but military science, at least in the early stages, was mediocre. 
The long peace of the Tudors had drawn a veil of oblivion over the art 
of war. A few leaders, such as Charles’s nephew. Prince Rupert, son of 
the Elector Palatine, a great horseman and a poor tactician, had held 
commands on the Continent. Others, like a certain Oliver Cromwell, 
in the Puritan armies, had read the texts of strategy. Most of them 
fought as the fighting came. The intelligence services were so halting 
that the armies had some difficulty in meeting each other. At the outset 
Charles had a plan, which was to encircle London; Parliament had none, 
except to capture the King alive. 

Once again, in this war, cavalry proved to be the decisive arm. It 
formed about two-thirds of the armies. The infantry consisted of pikemen 
and musketeers, the latter being very vulnerable to flank attack by horse- 
men, because, before the days of bayonet and magazine-loading, they 
were left disarmed when they had discharged their salvo. The musketeers’ 
tactics were to take cover for reloading inside a square of pikemen, but 
they had not always time to do this and were apt to be cut down by the 
sabers. Rupert was the first to carry out the full cavalry charge, with 
sabers drawn. But being too bold, he neglected the rest of the army; 
his charges triumphed, his battles were lost. Throughout the war the 
confusion of uniforms reflected the bewilderment of minds. To recognize 
friends or foes in the melee the combatants had to use rallying-crics. 
“God with us I” cried the Roundheads; “Have at you for the King!” 
answered the Cavaliers. Many of the former wore orange scarfs; in some 
batdes the Cavaliers had handkerchiefs in their hats, and in one night 
attack they let their shirts fly out behind them, the white linen guiding 
the horseman following. during the whole campaign Parliament, with 
the London merchants behind it, had the advantage of raising subsidies 
easily. It also had the mastery of the sea, as the Protestant sailors retained 
their hatred of Spain, absolutism, and Cavaliers; and sea power enabled 
the rebels to maintain communication with the Continent, which saved 
London’s trade and the customs revenue.) 

The first moves favored the King, who was able to concentrate three 
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armies against London, after a drawn battle at Edgehill. Finding his way 
barred, he withdrew to Oxford, which he made his capital, and the 
Gothic colleges were thronged with fair ladies and long-haired Cavaliers, 
In the Royal army the plots of love were interwoven with plots of party, 
and, in reaction against Puritan austerity, gallantry became a point of 
honor. If Charles had had money, and a more open policy, he might 
have triumphed. But he tried to negotiate at once with the Scots, with 
France (through his Queen, who had fled abroad), and with Parliament. 
In the end his contradictory offers convinced all three of his bad faith. 
And yet the ball was at his feet, since his adversaries themselves were at 
cross-purposes. Parliament was trying, as the King had tried, to obtain 
support from the Scots, but they still insisted that in return England 
must become Presbyterian. The King’s sincere convictions had prevented 
him from agreeing to this; and now Parliament likewise hesitated, be- 
cause the best of the Roundhead soldiers were Independents, who wanted 
freedom of worship. But in(i643 Parliament finally signed the Solemn 
League and Covenant, for the sake of hastening victory, and accepted 
the risk of seeing a Presbyterian army camped outside London^ True, 
reservations were made regarding the religious issue. Parliament under- 
took to remodel the Church of England according to the best Reformed 
patterns, which implied a promise of Presbyterian democracy; but it 
was pledged also to do so “according to the word of God,” which made 
possible, if need arose, an authorization of sects. The Scottish alliance 
enabled the Parliamentarians to score a victory at Marston Moor, in 
Yorkshire, in 1644. Pym died before this battle and was buried in West- 
minster Abbey. 

The best leadership at Marston Moor was shown by a newcomer — 
Oliver Cromwell. Distantly connected with Henry VIII’s notorious min- 
ister of that name, he was a Huntingdonshire squire, a cousin of John 
Hampden’s, and like him a Puritan from early youth. But if Cromwell’s 
religion had all the gravity of Hampden’s, it was less healthy. A melan- 
choly man, a victim of nightmares, he spent part of his life in states of 
mystical communion. His emotionalism was abnormal for an English- 
man, and he often had tears in his eyes. Cromwell could be stern in the 
defense of his faith, yet he had infinite sympathy for the humble Christian 
who only asked to live in pureness of soul. On several occasions before 
a great battle or an important decision he was seen to shut himself 
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him that the royal cavalry would hold the upper hand, and that if the 
Parliamentary army was to win, it must be made up of soldiers devoted 
to its cause, not of mercenaries or the indifferent. “A few honest men 
are better than numbers,” he said. What he wanted was a body of shock 
troops, a battalion of death, like that of the men of Gideon. 

To a soul tormented as Oliver Cromwell’s was, those years of war 
were satisfying enough. In action he found a spiritual peace. Following 
his idea of creating a model army, he raised fourteen squadrons, in all 
about eleven hundred men after his own heart, disciplined, united, re- 
sponsive to his will. Cromwell did not require them to be Presbyterians, 
or even Puritans. He considered that the State need not be concerned 
with the opinions of men whom it chose for its service: if they were 
ready to serve it loyally, that was enough. In choosing officers he took 
no account of birth. “I had rather have a plain russet-coated captain that 
knows what he fights for and loves what he knows, than what you call 
a ‘gentleman^>Mid is nothing else. . . . Better plain men than none.” 
He imposed the strictest discipline on all, in camp as well as on the 
battlefield. Cromwell’s Ironsides neither gambled nor drank, and the 
villages knew no fears on their approach. The sight of this disciplined 
troop rejoiced Cromwell’s heart. It was, he said, a “lovely company,” and 
would win the respect of any who saw it. Cromwell’s men played the 
role of “the Party” in the authoritarian regimes of our own time. 

The longer the war dragged on, the more the country suffered and 
chafed. Shortly before his death, the once-popular Pym was hooted at by 
the women of London. The execution of Laud, legally murdered after 
Strafford, separated Charles more drastically than ever from Parliament. 
If victory were delayed, the City train-bands would end by expelling from 
Westminster the very men whom they had so long shielded there. But 
if Parliament were to win a speedy success, it would require an army 
as strong in all its parts asl Cromwell’s Ironsides.^ Cromwell, indeed, 
made so bold as to tell the Parliamentarians bluntly that their army 
could not be victorious until members of Parliament ceased to command 
troops. Soldiers, not politicians, were needed. Cromwell’s insistence wa^ 
met by the passing of thc^Self-denying Ordinance, and the New Model 
army was established under the command of Sii^ Thomas Fairfax. Off 
the battlefield Fairfax was a taciturn man, halting in speech, but a fiery 
fighter and respected by all for his loyalty. Henceforth the pay of the 
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troops would be regular, their arms of consistent quality, their uniforms 
of compulsory type. Cromwell himself was deprived of his command 
by his own Ordinance, but by special legislation he was authorized to 
remain Fairfax’s lieutenant, with command of all the cavalry. 

I In June, 1645, the New Model army defeated the Royalist forces de- 
cisively at Naseby, in which victory Cromwell clearly discerned the hand 
of God. In the following year Fairfax marched on Oxford, and Charles 
had to flee. This was the end of royal resistance^ In vain the Queen 
wrote urging him to buy Scottish support at the price of abandoning 
Anglicanism. He could not bring himself to this. “I am doubly grieved 
to differ with thee in opinion. . . . But I hope thou wilt not blame me 
at all, if thou rightly understand the state of the question. ... For I 
assure thee I put little or no difference between setting up the Presby- 
terian government, or submitting to the Church of Rome.” When he 
left Oxford on April 27, 1646, he first thought of going to London. 
“Being not without hope that I shall be able so to draw either the 
Presbyterians or Independents to side with me, for extirpating the one 
or the other, that I shall be really king again.” In the blend of their 
heroism with naive duplicity, these words were entirely characteristic 
of Charles. What matter to him if he deceived Presbyterians and Inde- 
pendents at once ? He despised both equally. And at the eleventh hour he 
changed his mind and chose to deliver himself to the Scots. 
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Army against Parliament 


With Oxford taken and Charles in flight, Parliament was the victor. 
But in a civil war, problems are not all solved by military victory. 
The King’s defeat made the despotism of the Crown impossible; but it 
did not authorize the despotism of Parliament: The country was still 
monarchist, longing for the time when the villages were not invaded by 
soldiery, and having no love of the harsh religion of Cromwell’s men. 
Many of the King’s partisans, notwithstanding their defeat, looked for- 
ward confidently to the time when England would return to her older, 
kindlier ways. Nevertheless, in the eyes even of the Cavaliers and neutrals, 
the New Model army stood for order. And if in its hour of victory it 
had shown some moderation, it would have met with an almost unani- 
mous acceptance. Unfortunately, it expected the victory to be the dawn of 
a new era. The army consisted mainly of Independents and other secta- 
rians, passionate enthusiasts, every one of them a preacher and a prophet, 
democrats who had scuffled in battle with Royalist Cavaliers and now 
had no respect for the hierarchy of birth. And where was Parliament, 
they argued, without their army? What authority had Parliament to 
impose a new national Church on these victorious soldiers, who asked 
for freedom of belief and were no more inclined to accept Westminster’s 
Presbyterianism than the Anglicanism of Whitehall? 

^aught up between a conservative populace and a rad ical soldi ery. 
Parliament understood neither people nor army.^ike any assembly left 
too long in power, it tended to become a collective autocracy. In the 
folly of pride. Parliament felt strong enough to persecute both Anglicans 
and Independents. Against the new Presbyterian Church, with clumsy 
stupidity, it arrayed the Cavalier gentry by threatening their property, 
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and the Roundhead soldiers by threatening their pay. Bereft of Pym and 
Hampden, the Long Parliament had lost that sense of possibilities which 
is indispensable to governance. It first of all tried to make fresh terms 
with King Charles, whom the Scots, tired of this English quarrel, had 
now surrendered. Held captive by the Parliamentarians, he was presented 
with^ineteen proposals \s terms of peace: he had, for instance, to accept 
the Covenant, to abolish episcopacy, to hand over to Parliament for 
twenty years the supreme authority over army and navy, to allow Parlia- 
ment to appoint the chief officers of State, and to consent to the proscrip- 
tion of numerous Royalists. Charles did not believe that it was his duty 
to play a straightforward game with the rebels. So neither refusing nor 
accepting, he continued to negotiate with France, with Scotland, with 
Presbyterians against Independents, and with Independents against Pres- 
byterians. 

To be able to conclude a valid treaty. Parliament would have had to 
wield the essential power. But this was in the hands of the army. Thirty 
thousand men under Fairfax and Cromwell were anxiously waiting to 
learn their destiny. It was Parliament’s desire, firstly, to disband them 
as soon as possible, retaining only the troops necessary for garrison duty, 
and for a campaign in Ireland rendered more and more urgent by dis- 
order in that country; secondly, to keep the Presbyterian officers and 
retire the Independents, whom it viewed as suspect; thirdly, to refrain 
from paying arrears of pay. Cromwell, Parliamentarian as well as soldier, 
but predominantly a soldier, was seriously perturbed by the rising tide 
of feeling against the army which he saw at Westminster. He was baffled 
by Parliament’s refusal to allow the right of being Christians according 
to their own light, to victorious soldiers who had fought only to win 
that right. Troubled, unhappy, anguished, he took as his confidents two 
younger men — Sir Harry Vane, and Thomas Ireton, his own son-in- 
law, both of whom were likewise revolted by the ingratitude of the 
Presbyterian Parliamentarians. Still, the idea of ranging the army against 
Parliament had not yet entered Cromwell’s mind, and he had a genuine 
horror of civil war and of any military dictatorship. 

But the army’s discontent grew more and more serious. Soldiers’ 
councils were set up in certain regiments. Parliament sent four members 
from Westminster, Cromwell and Ireton among them, to negotiate with 
the malcontents. Cromwell might possibly have restored discipline among 
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them if he had not learned, during the discussions, that the Parliamenta- 
rians, whilst feigning interest in the grievances of the army, were making 
plans to attack it. They were arming the citizens of London and form- 
ing Presbyterian train-bands; they were calling in the Scots to the rescue; 
and they were now offering the King a full restoration if he would 
accept Presbyterianism for three years. The soldiers resolved not to 
leave the trump card in the hands of Parliament — ^possession of the 
King’s person. Cornet Joyce set off with his horsemen to Holdenby near 
Northampton, where the King then was, and invited Charles to follow 
him. The King asked to see his commission. Joyce pointed to the horse- 
men behind him. “It is as fair a commission, and as well written,” said 
the King, “as I have seen in my life: a company of as handsome, proper 
gentlemen as I have seen a great while.” Then the King, who seemed 
very cheerful, left with Joyce for Newmarket. The sight of his foes dis- 
puting for his person made him feel that the hour of retribution was at 
hand. When Parliament proposed to disband the army with one week’s 
pay, which was simply mockery, Cromwell decided to leave London and 
join the soldiers. He was now ready to use the army in order to outplay 
the parliamentary plotSxHis conduct may have run counter to ideas which 
he nad often voiced, but it is sometimes wise, for a man on the side of 
order, to take the head of a movement which he deems dangerous. It 
is better to guide than to be driven. Cromwell doubtless had less fear 
of the reactions of an army disciplined and commanded by himself than 
of the upheavals of blind revolt. 

Under his leadership twenty thousand men marched on London: 
twenty thousand men who prayed long to the Lord God before they 
started, twenty thousand men who saw eye to eye with their officers 
in their demand for justice. A letter drawn up by Cromwell was ad- 
dressed to the lord mayor, who might have put up some resistance. In 
this he voiced his soldiers’ claim to profess their own religion. Read 
before the House of Commons, it was listened to with respect and 
apprehension. Next came the jpeclaration of the) Army, drawn up by 
Ireton, a manifesto! declaring that the source of all power resides in the 
people, that an elected oligarchy can become as dangerous as a tyran- 
nical monarchy if it claims absolute power, and that, accordingly, the 
army insisted on Parliament being purged of eleven members deemed 
undesirable by the soldier^ Parliament refused. The army moved nearer 
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to London, and when it came near enough the eleven members fled. 
The military agitators wished to advance on Westminster, but Cromwell 
preferred to negotiate, arguing that they would thus avoid the reproach 
of having used force to obtain the assent of Parliament. The army re- 
ceived Parliamentary sanction to enter the City, and Fairfax was ap- 
pointed Constable of the Tower. A few days later the clash between 
Parliament and soldiers broke out again, sharper than ever. “These men 
will never leave,” exclaimed Cromwell, “till the army pull them out by 
the ears.” 

Cromwell's mind was slow-moving, vigorous, and straightforward. 
Parliament had been the faith of his youth; he had lost that faith; he 
made a move towards the King. After all, was not Charles, like the 
army, apparently demanding tolerance for all Christian men ? And would 
not the fixing of limits to his power suffice to leave it innocuous for the 
future? Cromwell and Ireton drew up certain proposals, which, had the 
King accepted them, would have established constitutional monarchy in 
England. But Charles was blind to realities, and in no humor to reach 
an understanding. Holding his court at Hampton Court, where he re- 
ceived with admirable dignity the army leaders, with their wives and 
daughters, promising Cromwell the Garter but reserving for him, if 
need be, a hempen rope, he persisted in regarding himself as indispensable 
in intriguing with all parties. These balancing feats were dangerous, and 
disheartened the King’s friends. A new faction was forming in the 
army, styling themselves the Levelers. Inspired by a Puritan pamphleteer, 
John Lilburne, they were advancing republican doctrines. Interlaced with 
plentiful texts from the Bible, their argument was that natural power 
came only from the people, that the Crown and the House of Lords 
were vain excrescences, and that government should reside only in one 
Chamber, elected by universal suffrage. 

Lilburne was eloquent, violent, credulous, and vindictive: one of those 
men who can catch the ear of the masses and lead them to ruin. In 
Fairfax and Cromwell he was confronting leaders who could forcibly 
defend a moderate and reasonable position. Cromwell’s straightforward, 
muscular mind could not be affected by such abstractions as the natural 
rights of man. To believe and to understand, he needed tangible, actual 
institutions: whence his attempts to treat with the King. But Charles 
forfeited Cromwell’s sympathy, just as he had nullified the hopes of all 
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who espoused his cause. On November ii, 1647, he disappeared from 
Hampton Court. His warders found his cloak under the gallery and 
letters on the table: thrf King had fled j with three followers. It was 
shortly learned that he w^ in the Isle of Wight. His flight roused distrust 
of Cromwell among the Levelers. A few days later there were mutinies 
amongst the troops, and some men appeared in the ranks wearing 
Lilburnc’s tract, Agreement of the People, stuck in their hats. Cromwell 
drew his sword, rode along the mutineers, and had them arrested by 
trusty men. The mass of the soldiers dared not move. These rebels were 
tried by Court-martial, and one of them, chosen by lot, was shot by 
Cromwell’s orders. The rebellion was quashed. 

But Charles had fled his captors only to fall into the hands of another. 
In Carisbrooke Castle he had hoped to find a refuge. He found a prison. 
He still corresponded with the King of France, with the Scots, but with 
Oliver Cromwell no longer: he had learned to mistrust Charles. An 
intercepted letter to the Queen revealed that he was again trying to bring 
a Scottish army into England. Faced by the danger of a Royalist rising 
with Scottish support, Parliament and the army joined hands. And in 
the second civil war (1646) Cromwell’s victory was swift and complete. 
In his triumph he saw the hand of God. If the Lord had used Cromweirs 
army to smite the King’s troops, was not this the sign of God’s having 
chosen the army and Oliver Cromwell to strike down a once-sacred 
power? Meanwhile, released from all fears by this victory, Parliament 
was negotiating with Charles, whom it regarded as henceforth harmless. 
The King accepted most of the Presbyterian conditions with the firm 
resolve not to put them into force. 

The position of the Independents and the army was becoming danger- 
ous. The mass of the nation, critical in temper, only awaited a sign of 
weakness to turn against them; London, the chief source of State revenue, 
and Parliament, the only lawful power, were hostile to them; and the 
Levelers were still snarling. Many a Puritan officer was beginning to say 
that no real peace could be secured so long as Charles Stuart, “that bloody 
man,” remained on the stage of action. But Fairfax was still a loyalist, 
and Cromwell himself hesitated, with prayer and weeping. What was 
the Lord’s will. Where lay duty? What was to be done with this King? 
Brought back victorious to London, he would not have spared his foes. 
Kept a prisoner in the Isle of Wight, he would still be plotting. To 
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execute him would perhaps provoke a Franco-Scottish invasion. What- 
ever was to be done, it was necessary to act, or to perish. The army 
marched against Parliament. On December 6, 1648, Colonel Pride and 
his musketeers posted themselves at the doors of the House of Commons, 
with lists in their hands, stopping suspects, and sent the forty most 
dangerous members to a tavern popularly known as “Hell.” They left 
at Westminster only about fifty men of their own. It would now be 
certain that this Rump Parliament would vote whatever the army leaders 
bade them vote. There remained the King. Cromwell saw clearly that 
to sacrifice the life of Charles Stuart would lead to a deep cleavage be- 
tween the army and the nation. Besides, the Prince of Wales was in 
France, quite prepared to come forward as lawful claimant, so that the 
death of Charles I would not even discourage the Royalists. But Crom- 
well felt convinced that no peace was possible for the children of Israel 
so long as this mischief-maker lived. 

His decision was sudden, and he attributed it, as ever, to divine in- 
spiration. On January 20, 1649, the trial of the King was opened. The 
charge laid against him was that, having been trusted ‘ with a limited 
power to govern by and according to the laws of the land, and not 
otherwise,” he had sought “to erect an unlimited and tyrannical power 
to rule according to his will, and in pursuance of this design had levied 
war against the present Parliament, and the people therein represented.” 
It was further alleged that he was to be held responsible for all the blood- 
shed and rapine issuing from that war. The charge had no legal force. 
“I would know,” said Charles, “by what power I am called hither ... by 
what authority, I mean lawful; there arc many unlawful authorities in 
the world, thieves and robbers by the highways . . . and when I know 
what lawful authority, I shall answer. Remember, I am your King, your 
lawful King, and what sins you bring upon your heads, and the judg- 
ment of God upon this land; think well upon it I say, think well upon 
it, before you go farther from one sin to a greater.” This insistence on 
the word “lawful” was sincere, and characteristically English. It was 
this same idea of lawfulness which, years after Charles’s death, brought 
his son back to the throne of England. “I never,” he also said, “took up 
arms against the people, but for the laws.” Condemned to death, he 
wrote to the Prince of Wales a fine letter wherein he advised him to be 
good rather than great, and faithful in matters of religion: “For I have 
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observed,” he said, “that the devil of rebellion doth commonly turn 
himself into an angel of reformation.” Right up to his last moments he 
stood fast by the political ideas for which he was dying. He desired the 
liberty of his people as much as any man, he urged; but that liberty con- 
sisted in having a government and laws whereby their life and property 
could be called their own. It did not consist in the self-government of 
the people. Government did not pertain to them. That, indeed, was the 
whole issue in the trial. The case then seemed to have gone against the 
King. In the following century, the doctrine of Charles Stuart would be 
taken up again by Bolingbroke. 
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Cromwell in Power 


Cromwell, the Rump, and the army were now left at the head of Eng- 
land. The country was hostile and outraged, but it had to be governed. 
No lawful power now remained in a country where law was venerated. 
By condemning Charles I, Parliament had declared that the Commons 
of England assembled in Parliament were the supreme power, and that 
anything willed by them had the force of law, even without the assent 
of the Lords and the King. But this fiction deceived nobody. How far 
was the nation represented by these fragments, chosen not by the people 
but by the military, of a Parliament already over eight years old.?^ These 
men were at Westminster because the army had kept them there; the 
people hated the army; and the army despised Parliament. It is a sorry 
spectacle to see a country submitting in fear to a hated government. The 
Independents, and Oliver Cromwell, kept on urging that they were the 
Lord’s elect; and certainly, it has been said, no other mode of election 
\yould have enabled them to represent England. 

(^In March, 1649, the Rump Parliament abolished the House of Lords 
and the office of king, the latter as being “unnecessary, burdensome, and 
dangerous to the liberty, safety, and public interest of the people.” Hence- 
forth England was to be a Commonwealth, or Republic^But if the word 
were to have a real meaning, an election would be necessary, which the 
Independents could not venture upon. Royalists and Presbyterians would 
have joined hands to oust them. These Republicans were forced to 
maintain a(military dictatorship^in flat contr auction to their principles, 
and justified themselves by quoting from the Bible. Pharaoh’s daughter, 
finding Moses in his cradle, had sought out the child’s mother to rear 
him. The new-born Republic was to be reared, until it reached adult 
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age, by those who had brought it into the world. They were certainly 
quite capable of winning obedience, if not affection. The Commons set 
up a Council of State, comprising squires, lawyers, and soldiers, which 
proved competent in its administration of finance, the army, and the 
navy. Mazarin’s ambassador in London, though hostile to these regicides, 
admitted their ability in his dispatches: ‘‘they are economical in their 
private concerns and prodigal in devotion to public matters, wherein 
they toil as doggedly as if in their own interests.” Cromwell himself was 
characteristically English in his blend of cautious realism and forceful 
passion, 

A military dictatorship presupposes that the dictator can count on the 
army’s favor. But here the army, who had supposed they were making 
a democratic revolution, soon grew vexed at having set up an oligarchy 
in power. The army’s leaders had drawn up a Republican constitution 
in the Agreement of the People (1648) -.^biennial elections, a wide suf- 
frage, and freedom of conscience, y^he Rump greeted this document with 
the courtesy due to well-armed citizens, and paid no heed to it. It was 
not long before hostility to the Government became almost unanimous. 
The Royalists still felt themselves impotent, but hoped for a speedy 
revenge. They circulated an account of the King’s death, a book entitled 
EiJ{on Bas{UJ{e, which made a martyr of King Charles in the popular 
mind. The Presbyterians regarded Parliament as heretical. The dema- 
gogue John Lilburne, the eternal malcontent, started a campaign at the 
head of the Levelers against the new Government. It was said of him 
that “if the world was emptied of all but John Lilburne, Lilburne would 
quarrel with John, and John with Lilburne.” But this intolerable pam- 
phleteer won the masses’ favor, and they dubbed him Honest John. 
Every revolution throws up men of two types — the born leaders and the 
born rebels. Cromwell belonged to the first, Lilburne to the second, class. 
But governance is a craft which makes unchanging demands on those 
who practice it; the new masters may justify these demands by original 
principles, but obey them as their predecessors have always done. And 
Oliver Cromwell, like King Charles before him, had Lilburne arrested. 
Honest John refused to doff his hat before the Council of State, which, he 
declared, had no more lawful authority than he had himself. No jury 
would condemn him. London was now as hostile to the Rump as it 
had been to the King; and when the Republican Government, in April, 
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1643, had a mutineer executed in the city, all the citizens were sporting 
the green ribbon of the Levelers. 

Cromwell was bound to be intolerant of this equalitarian agitation. 
He believed in the necessity of an aristocracy, which he would have 
defined in terms of faith rather than of birth. He hated all disorder. 
“You must break these men, or they will break you,’* he kept telling the 
Council of State. But conscience pricked him. In the days of Pym and 
Hampden, he himself had trusted to law and Parliament; and although 
nowadays he might impose the rule of the sword, reassuring himself by 
calling it the sword of the Lord God, he could not always convince 
himself. Plis remedy for moral perturbation had always been — action. 
The battlefield revived his common sense and his practical virtues. And 
opportunities for action were still at hand. In Ireland a Catholic party 
had been in control of the country for several years, and English Prot- 
estants had been murdered there. And to Ireland Cromwell proceeded, 
at the head of a New Model army, in almost regal state. He annihilated 
the forces on the spot, and avenged massacre with massacre; a soldier of 
Jehovah, he rigorously and wholeheartedly applied all the warlike methods 
of the Old Testament. He settled Protestant soldiers in the eastern parts 
of the country, and with the same instinct as the old invaders he pushed 
the Irish back towards Connaught, in the west. Then began the long 
martyrdom of Ireland. The land was handed over to foreign and often 
absentee landlords. The yeomen planted there by Cromwell never took 
real roots. Some leased out their farms to Irishmen and returned to 
England; others married Irishwomen and became Irish. One grave 
outcome of this war was the substitution of a theocracy for the Irish 
aristocracy which it destroyed. It was the Protestant Cromwell who 
handed over Ireland to Catholic clericalism. But meanwhile the military 
victory seemed complete. 

In Scotland things looked more dangerous. The execution of Charles 
I, a king of Scottish blood, had reconciled the Kirk and the Scottish 
nobility in a common hatred of the regicides. The Prince of Wales, at 
the age of nineteen, was proclaimed King under the title of Charles II, 
and signed the Covenant. An invasion of England by a Royalist army 
became probable, and Cromwell advocated a preventive war. The loyal 
Fairfax refused to take part, declaring that it would be a violation of 
the solemn league previously formed. “Your Excellency will soon deter- 
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mine,” replied Cromwell, “whether it is better to have this war in the 
bowels of another country or of our own.” Fairfax withdrew, and Crom- 
well became commander-in-chief. A decade of war had made a great 
general of this country squire. About the art of war he held few theories, 
but in organizing and in training men he was admirable; and in battle 
he was a tactician who kept an open mind and could seize the right 
moment to make a crowning stake^His moves against the Scots were 
bold. He allowed them to enter England, moved between them and 
Scotland, and defeated them heavily at Worcester in 1651^ The young 
Charles II, who had fought courageously, had to flee. It was symptomatic 
of the loyal feelings of the English people in general that the youthful 
King found plenty ready to shield and hide him, and in the end to send 
him safe and sound across the Channel. Scotland, like Ireland, seemed 
to be mastered, but her old Parliament was revived at the Restoration. 
The unity of Great Britain was now complete, and for some weeks the 
victory made Cromwell popular. Parliament gave him a royal grant, and 
the Palace of Hampton Court. When London, which a couple of months 
before had been booing him, welcomed him now with salvos of muskets 
and shouts of delight, he remarked to his lieutenants at the sight, that 
this vast crowd would be vaster still to see him hanged. 

Somber words: but notwithstanding his victories Cromwell was, and 
remained, somber. He knew all too well that this country which he 
would have wished to see governed by saints was being exploited by the 
unscrupulous, that the army of 50,000 men, useless after having defeated 
the foes without, was ruining the country, that debtors filled the prisons 
and beggars the roads. He realized that this was the moment to revert 
from military to civil law, from force to justice. But by what means? 
Prayer and meditation notwithstanding, Cromwell could not discern a 
remedy. Bereft of action, his mind became confused. He had no money. 
His soldiers now were costing the nation a hundred times what it had 
paid for King Charles’s ships, the cost of which had been a prime cause 
of the revolution. For a long time Ireton had been Cromwell’s brain, 
but Ireton had died in 1651 and was no longer there to guide him. 

What could he do? Order an election? But did he not know that if 
he allowed all the citizens to vote freely, they might recall the Stuarts? 
True, when Edmond Calamy told him that nine Englishmen out of 
ten were opposed to him, he asked whether he ought not to disarm the 
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nine and put a sword in the hand of the tenth. Besides, he would have 
to be in agreement with the tenth man; and Cromwell was weary of 
the intolerance of his friends. He was beginning to have some shadowy 
picture of a Protestant England, united and imperial. What other solu- 
tion was there ? To disband the army } It would mutiny. Or to set up a 
monarchy again.? The thought ran through his mind: suppose a man 
were to take it upon himself to stand forth as king? But whatever 
happened, the Rump must be dismissed; the army was tired of it. On 
April 20, 1653, the Lord-General Cromwell entered the House of Com- 
mons and took his seat on one of the benches. He listened, grew restive, 
and rose. “Come, come,” he said, “I will put an end to your prating. 
You arc no Parliament. I say, you arc no Parliament. . . . Some of you 
are whoremasters. Others are drunkards, and some corrupt and unjust 
men. ... It is not fit that you should sit as a Parliament any longer. . . .” 
Then he lifted up the Mace, the sacred emblem of Parliament’s power. 
“What shall we do with this bauble?” he said; and cried to an officer, 
“Here, take it away!” And having driven all the members out, he set 
padlpcks on the doors. A soldier bore away the keys and the Mace, and 
thq^Long Parliament vanished^as one witness said, as quietly as a dream. 

After the Crown, the Mace; after the sovereign, the Parliament: no 
trace was left of this country’s long history of freedom. But, once again, 
how was government to be carried on? By a republic, said some; by a 
monarchy, said others. But Cromwell’s choice was for the saints. He 
dared not trust to an election, but called upon the/lndependent churches 
to select good men, and thus set up a Parliament of one hundred and 
fifty members. ^ t was called the (barcbones Parliament) from the name 
of one of its members, Praisegod Barebones, a leather-merchant of Fleet 
Street. Sir Harry Vane refused to become one of this assembly, saying 
that for the company of saints he preferred to await Paradise. Cromwell 
himself soon tired of these men whom he had drawn forth from obscurity, 
and would doubtless have sent them packing in their turn if they had 
not (dissolved themselves.^ 

A new constitution was drawn up by the army leaders. Thisjlnstru- 
ment of Government,! as it was called, is conspicuous for the boldness 
of its ideas, so novel tnat they could not then be put into practice. More 
fully even than modern England, this document was a foreshadowing 
of the United States as we know them today .(^Supreme authority was to 
be vested in a Lord Protector, a Council, and a Parliament, shortly 
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completed by a House of Lords. Any measure voted by Parliament became 
law, even after the Protector s veto, provided that it was not contrary to 
the fundamental ideas of the Republic. The British Parliament in the 
twentieth century was to be, theoretically at least, all-powerful, and could, 
if necessary, modify the constitution of the realm by its vote. The 
Protector’s Parliament, like the United States Congress, was subject to 
this constitution. For the first time England, Scotland and Ireland found 
themselves united under the same laws. English judges sat in Scotland, 
and order was maintained there by English soldiers under General 
Monk; the Westminster Parliament would legislate for Scotland. Ireland 
too was represented in the common Parliament, and across St. George’s 
Channel the English settlers were expropriating the native population. 
But this forcible “union” remained precarious, and with the Restoration 
the old Parliaments of Scotland and Ireland reappeared. Most of the 
measures passed at this time were likewise ephemeral, because they were 
premature; but many of them (such as free education, a public postal 
service, the freedom of the Press, female suffrage, secrecy of the ballot, 
a national bank) were to be revived in time, and to triumph after long 
eclipse. These frail Parliaments of the Protectorate were animated by a 
reforming zeal, like a sick body flushed by fever. 

The conflicts of Cromwell with his Commons were as grave as those 
between Charles and his Parliament had been; but the Protector had 
something which Charles had lacked — a good army. On one point only 
Parliament and Protector were agreed: they both desired order. Every 
intelligent rebel who attains power becomes a Government man. Crom- 
well was one by instinct. This country, he told himself, had suffered 
enough. What was now needed was the binding up of wounds and the 
revival of traditional England. This, too, was very much what Parlia- 
ment felt. But the Commons urged that, above all things, the constitu- 
tion should not be imposed on Parliament by a military leader, and 
Cromwell was refusing to allow them to discuss the essential features of 
the Instrument of Government as drawn up by the army. The Par- 
liamentarians demanded control of the armed forces, and it was Crom- 
well’s belief that to place these in the service of factions would have 
meant the revival of civil war. Finally, Cromwell desired some measure 
of religious toleration (in 1655 he even tacitly authorized the return of 
the Jews, banned from England since the time of Edward I) ; Parliament 
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was opposed at once to toleration and to military despotism. The sword 
won the day. England was divided into military regions, each set under 
the authority of a major-general. The austere discipline of the Puritans 
was imposed by stages over the whole country. They had closed the 
London playhouses, and now they imprisoned strolling players, forbade 
the village sports, and closed ale-houses. Shakespeare’s England became 
virtuous by compulsion, and sighed for the old Cavalier justice of the 
peace, who had at least been jovial. For a long time this regime inspired 
England with a horror of standing armies. 

Englishmen had no love for their army, but abroad their army and 
fleet made the name of England respected. The chief foe for many years 
was Holland. These two countries were rivals in trade and in mercantile 
traffic. Th^Navigation Act of 1651 forbade the importation of goods 
into England except in English shipJ^ The Dutch refused to salute the 
English flag in English waters. A conflict ensued in which two great 
admirals, the Dutchman Van Tromp and the English Robert Blake, 
were confronted. Their fighting fleets were evenly matched, but Hol- 
land’s trade was the more vulnerable and she suffered more than her 
rival. After peace with the Dutch was concluded in 1654, Cromwell’s 
chief enemy abroad was Spain. Against her he made alliance with France, 
who, although a Catholic power, was carrying on a Protestant foreign 
policy on account of her hatred of the House of Austria. Cromwell 
seized Jamaica from Spain, and his “plantation” there of English settlers 
created a prosperous colony. He was the first English statesman to have 
the idea of maintaining an English fleet in the Mediterranean, and to 
insure its safe passage he fortified Gibraltar. Maritime and Mediterranean 
power enabled Cromwell to intervene effectively in Continental broils; 
he shielded the Vaudois Protestants against the Duke of Savoy, bom- 
barded Tunis, and was able to demand indemnities from Tuscany and 
the Pope. Cardinal Mazarin sought his alliance and the Ironsides gar- 
risoned Dunkirk. But these wars were costly, and notwithstanding all 
his successes on land and sea, Cromwell’s foreign policy was unpopular. 

Ruling three kingdoms, feared throughout Europe, the Protector now 
had as enemies only his former friends. And they were irreconcilable. 
Having climbed to power on the shoulders of a republican army of 
fanatics and “levelers,” he would gladly have used it to restore the old 
English hierarchy. But the army was rebellious in temper. If Parliament 

[306] 



Cromwell in Power 

wished to make him King of England, his soldiers threatened their 
enmity. If, as a prince de facto, he maintained a real court, the Puritans 
grumbled that it was a court of “sins and vanities,” all the more abomi- 
nable because it called continually upon the name of God. When Oliver 
Cromwell died in 1658, still only fifty-eight years old, the victim of 
melancholy and fever, the whole edifice which he had hastily erected in 
an attempt to make a substitute for traditional England, was shaken to 
its foundations. In the roaring of the great wind which blew on the 
night of his death, he was heard praying for his country: “Give them 
consistency of judgment, one heart, and mutual love; and go on to 
deliver them, and with the work of reformation; and make the name of 
Christ glorious in the world.” And when the end was near, they heard 
him murmur, “My work is done.” It did not survive him. 

As his successor Cromwell had named his son Richard, a harmless but 
uninspired man, who proved powerless to resolve the latent conflict 
between the army and the civil power and incapable of smoothing out 
the even graver discords between the rival army leaders. There followed 
eighteen months of anarchy, during which Parliament and officers were 
at grips. At last only two generals were left in the lists — the Republican 
Lambert, and Monk, a secret Royalist. Monk came to London, and John 
Milton was among those who urged him to restore the Long Parliament 
for the saving of the Commonwealth. But the aspect of the streets showed 
clearly enough how Englishmen felt. The citizens and apprentices were 
burning the Rump in effigy in bonfires. The energetic and reasonable 
Monk acted with cautious deliberation. Although the return of the 
King was desired by Cavaliers and Presbyterians alike, that is to say 
by the great mass of the nation, it was difficult to prepare this lawfully, 
since only a Parliament could recall the King, and only a king could 
summon Parliament. Monk convoked as many of the Lords as he could, 
and called on the electors to return a House of Commons. The King 
later confirmed this summons, the jurists maintaining the legal fiction 
that the monarchy had never ceased to exist. In actual fact, an illegal 
Parliament had set up a king. The Restoration was achieved without 
civil strife, because Monk took the precaution of promising the troops 
their pay. The soldiers knew how public opinion was running; they were 
at loggerheads with their officers, and glad to bring matters to a head. 
Within two years of Cromwell’s death his whole edifice, like himself, 
was dust. 



Chapter IX 


The Puritan Heritage 


England’s spiritual life in the days of the saints is one of the most sur- 
prising phenomena of history. Oriental narratives and poems, thousands 
of years old, provided a Western people at this time with its only reading, 
the language of its political discourse, and its religious faith. To this legal- 
minded people it seemed only natural that the letter of a law should be 
constantly respected, and as the Bible presented the Law of God, men 
should live in accordance with its literal Word. Because the Israelites 
slaughtered the Amalekites, Cromwell was prompt to slaughter the 
Irish. Because he had stoned certain offenders, the cry of “Stone him!” 
was raised in the Commons. Because the Psalms are often warlike poems, 
the Puritans were ever ready to bear arms against the enemies of Jehovah. 
Because the Bible exalted the people of Israel above all others, the English 
race, convinced that they were a new Israel, felt growing within itself 
the pride which the Hundred Years’ War had engendered. A Milton 
believed that, if God had some exacting task to be carried out on earth. 
He would appeal to Plis Englishmen. The sentiment is one which will 
be seen again, during the nineteenth century, in a Curzon or a Rhodes. 

Next to the Old Testament, the Puritan’s favorite reading was the 
Epistles of St. Paul and the writings of Calvin. His God was not the 
God of the Gospels, Who died for all men, but the terrible God, the 
jealous God, who saves only His elect. The Puritan, anxiously scrutinizr 
ing the inner workings of his soul for the signs of Grace, could only be 
hostile to pleasures, intolerable as these are when behind them glow the 
flames of hell. Cromwell wrestled with the Evil One all his life long, and 
bowed himself to the dust before the Lord. For every decisive step he 
awaited the divine inspiration. “A man drunk with God,” he has been 
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called. But this doctrine, though it darkens life, powerfully strengthens 
those who profess it. The deliberate sacrifice of everything that the men 
of the Renaissance called pleasure or happiness, makes for seriousness 
and courage, and produces such a dread of sin that soldiers are disciplined, 
tradesmen faithful to their bond, workmen industrious. Such men de- 
mand much of others, but no less of themselves. When Cromwell’s 
veterans were disbanded, they did not drift into mendicancy or thieving. 
Even the Royalists admitted that in honest industry they prospered be- 
yond other men, and that if a baker, a mason, or artisan was conspicuous 
for his sobriety and zeal, he was in all likelihood one of Oliver’s old 
soldiers. 

Certain sects went farther than Cromwell’s Independents in the in- 
terpretation of Holy Writ. The Fifth Monarchy Men believed in the 
return of Christ to earth and an imminent millennium. The apocalyptic 
seventh chapter of the Book of Daniel was their gospel, and as one of 
its verses foretold the reign of the saints, they claimed the governance of 
England by a Sanhedrin. The Anabaptists rebaptized adult men and 
women in streams at twilight. At this time, too, George Fox founded 
the Society of Friends, who acquired the name of Quakers from the 
occasional physical tremors which testified to their faith. To the Quakers, 
religion should be only an inner spiritual experience, and it was there- 
fore superfluous to ordain clergy or build churches. Contrary to the 
Puritans, the Friends held that every man, in his own life, can be fully 
victorious over sin. They showed more serenity and kindliness than most 
other sects. But their refusal to take an oath or to participate in war, 
and their denial of clerical authority, made them rebels despite themselves. 

During the reign of the Puritans, life, in so far as they could control it, 
was overshadowed. They banned the Englishman’s favorite enjoyments, 
such as the theater, horse-racing, cock-fighting, and the ale-houses. Gam- 
bling-houses and brothels were shut down. On Sundays the streets were 
patrolled to compel the closing of taverns. That day had to be spent at 
home, reading the Scriptures and singing psalms. In 1644 Parliament 
forbade the sale of foodstuffs on Sunday, and likewise traveling, transport 
of goods, any everyday work, participation in any contest; it forbade 
also the ringing of church-bells, shooting-matches, markets, ale-houses, 
dancing and sports, under pain of a fine of five shillings for each person 
over fourteen years of age. Parents or guardians paid for children found 
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guilty of these offenses. Religious services were stripped of whatever 
might recall the pomp and beauty of Catholic, or even Anglican, ritual. 
Evelyn noted in his diary that he was arrested on Christmas Day 
for having observed the superstitious festival of the Nativity. Such fear 
was there of being “Popish” that moderation and decorum were lost. 
John Evelyn described them reading and praying without method, and 
saw a whole congregation wearing hats during their psalm-singing. In 
some conventicles they did not read the Scriptures at all, but spoke insipid 
prayers, and were given sermons which were understood neither by 
listeners nor preachers. Many churches, Evelyn noted, were being filled 
with pews in which worshipers sat isolated in threes or fours. The pew 
survived, a sign of Puritan individualism, and a subject of dispute be- 
tween the High and the Low Churchmen. 

Notwithstanding its scorn for beauty, Puritanism produced two great 
writers, who did, however, write their principal works after the fall of 
the Commonwealth. The first was John Milton (1608-1694), who in 
youth was a polished poet in the direct line of the great Elizabethans, but 
renounced pagan versification in the time of political conflict and entered 
the “frozen element of prose.” During the Commonwealth he became 
Latin secretary to the Council of State, a faithful partisan of Cromwell, 
and then, stricken with blindness, he dictated after the Restoration his 
two epic poems. Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained^ and also a drama, 
Samson Agonistes, a spiritual autobiography in which the vanquished 
and blinded hero lanients his lot among the triumphant Philistines. He 
was the last survivor of the Renaissance, the only one in whom were 
combined the grace of paganism with the solemn sublimity of Puritan- 
ism. The second great writer was John Bunyan (1628-1688), whose 
Pilgrim*s Progress found the same fame in England as the Iliad in 
Greece. This itinerant tinker, tormented by visions now of hell fire, now 
of the celestial, had the simple but inspired idea of interpreting the 
abstract progress of the Christian soul towards salvation as an imag- 
inative narrative of an earthly journey. Christian, the central figure of 
the story, is doubtless Bunyan himself, seeking the path towards the 
Everlasting City, which in the end he reaches, despite his foes. The 
naturalness of the story and dialogue, the transformation of spiritual 
happenings into conacte drama, enabled simple and sincere readers to 
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understand, better than from books of devotion, the nature of the re- 
ligious life. 

Puritanism, like all movements seeking to alter the moral code, had 
in it a strain of tyranny. A minority submitted by conviction, but the 
majority through fear, and the submission of the latter was apparent 
rather than real. To read the letters of Dorothy Osborne to Sir William 
Temple is to realize that in many a manor-house there were still men 
and women trying discreetly to live a humane and sensible life. The most 
obdurate Royalists, for all their hatred of the rebels, sought after a term 
of wandering abroad to return home and settle there. The Pretender him- 
self encouraged them to do so. It was better for him to have supporters 
on the spot. Evelyn tells how he decided to open his manor-house again 
because there was so little hope of any change for the better, with 
everything entirely in the rebels’ hands. While Cromwell still lived, the 
Restoration, near at hand though it proved to be, was foreseen only by 
the wisest heads. 

After the Restoration the Puritan temper had its own taste of persecu- 
tion. But it was destined to survival. The dissenter, the man who refuses 
conformity, examines all questions for himself, and keeps faith with his 
settled conviction even at peril of his happiness or his life, remained a 
highly significant type of Englishman. Sometimes he would stand fast 
on a religious issue, sometimes on a political one. Always he would be 
stanch, obstinate, incorruptible. This was the man who battled against 
slavery, against war, the man who maintained even into our own time 
the gloom of the English Sunday. To him the English character has 
owed some of its finest traits, and also those which have made it some- 
times disliked. Earnestness and trustworthiness are among his attributes, 
but self-deception also, human nature being a more complex thing than 
the Calvinists would have it. The truth is, not that some men cherish God 
whilst others cherish Satan, but that in each one of us God and Satan 
are at war. Unable to accept the inevitable evil in their thoughts, the 
Puritans strove to interpret them by pious discourse. They came to impose 
a mask of morality upon selfish interests. In this as in much else, a 
great many Englishmen were destined to preserve Puritan modes of 
thought and feeling, and Disraeli, two centuries later, had to recognize 
that no man could govern England on lines counter to the Noncon- 
formist conscience. 



Chapter X 


The Restoration 


The new sovereign whom England had so long proscribed, but now 
awaited as a savior, was in no way the seraphic character imagined by the 
fervent adherents of his father, the Martyr King. Charles II had not the 
noble, sorrowful face of his father; his heavy, sensuous lips, his sturdy 
nose and laughing eyes, were reminiscent rather of his grandfather, 
Henry IV of France. From him he inherited his gayety, his wit, his 
taste for women. Long exile had not soured him, but had given him 
an experience of poverty, and a firm determination not to set out again 
**on his travels.” In spite of pressure from his mother and his sister 
Henrietta, who were both CathoUcs, he had not renounced his Prot- 
estantism. Catholicism had attracted, perhaps convinced him; but re- 
membering the Puritan passions, he was reluctant to compromise his 
throne. To safeguard him against the dangers of the Papist court of 
Saint-Germain, his faithful counselor, Edward Hyde, took him to stay 
with his sister Mary, wife of William of Orange, in Holland. There he fell 
in love with a young Welsh refugee, Lucy Walters, and by her had 
an illegitimate son, whom he made Duke of Monmouth. The life of a 
prince in exile is a hard one: Charles borrowed money from the courts 
of France and Spain, and his precarious existence made him more 
charming than kingly, and adroit rather than scrupulous. If ever a 
day should come when life smiled on him, he was firmly resolved to 
enjoy it. And that was clear enough when he was indeed King, and 
his Ministers, seeking him on State business, would find him playing 
with his dogs or fondling his mistresses. When he landed at Dover on 
May 25, 1660, the mayor presented him with a Bible, and Charles replied 
that it was the thing he loved above all things in the world. 
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London gave him a warm welcome, with flowers and carpets in the 
streets, peals of bells, fountains of wine. John Evelyn tells how, seeing 
it, he thanked God, for all had been done with no drop of blood spilled, 
and by that same army whose rebellion had driven forth the King. 
Charles turned with a smile to one of his entourage and remarked that 
it was no fault but his own if he had been so long absent, as he met 
nobody who would not have wanted his return. The changeable moods 
of nations are surprising. Everything in Charles’s character ought to have 
shocked his subjects. In his train he brought back a beautiful mistress, 
Barbara Palmer, later Lady Castlemaine, and in her company, cynically, 
he spent his first night in Whitehall. Ere long he lived surrounded by a 
veritable seraglio, and court morals imitated the King’s. But a touch of 
folly was not displeasing after the constraints of Puritanism. Dissipation 
seemed to accord with loyalty, as gravity had done with rebellion. The 
King’s wandering youth had induced habits of idling and irresponsibility. 
All real power he left to the servant of his exile, Edward Hyde, whom 
he had made Earl of Clarendon, and the beginnings of this administra- 
tion were cleverly handled. An act of indemnity reassured those who had 
taken part in the Great Rebellion, and only a few regicides were exe- 
cuted, in a repulsive butchery. The bodies of Oliver Cromwell and some 
others were exhumed, hung up, and then buried at the gibbet’s foot. As 
in the case of every restoration, the men who had stood fast during the 
dark days felt that they were ill-treated. The law of amnesty disappointed 
them. “Indemnity for the King’s enemies, oblivion for his friends,” they 
said, sourly. The policy of moderation vexed a few die-hard Cavaliers, 
but was quick to rally the Cromwellian squires to the monarchy. A 
restoration could abandon a few heads to the avenging executioner, pro- 
vided that it did not tamper with fortunes acquired. Clarendon was 
shrewd enough to pay in full all wages due to the Commonwealth 
soldiery, which enabled him to disband this formidable army without a 
clash. Fifty thousand of Cromwell’s veterans were suddenly loosed on 
England; and to their honor be it said that none was seen asking alms 
or behaving ill. Puritanism had its good side. 

To avoid any more of his “travels,” Charles was resolved upon lawful 
rule. He greatly admired Louis XIV, and his secret desire was to fortify 
his prerogative as much as possible, and pave the way, so far as was 
possible, for emancipation of the Catholics — but all without forcing the 
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issue. In i66i he summoned a Parliament. In the body which had re- 
called Charles, Presbyterians and Cavaliers shared the seats. This time the 
country sent to Westminster a Parliament which has been described as 
more Royalist than the King and more Anglican than the bishops, 
entirely devoted to the interests of landed property and the Established 
Church. The members were mostly young. The King remarked that he 
would keep them until their beards grew; and in point of fact he re- 
tained this one for eighteen years. But so deeply ingrained was the 
jealousy for English liberties that even this House showed its resolve 
to grant the King no standing army; nor were his revenues sufficient so he 
could not dispense with Parliament, nor any courts of royal prerogative. 
The King, on his side, remembered the history of his father and was 
careful not to step across these bounds. No constitutional check had been 
laid on him, and no responsible Cabinet was interposed between Crown 
and Parliament. But Charles, when his Ministers became unpopular, 
always managed to dismiss them just in time. Thus Parliament was the 
ruler de facto, if not de jure. The French ambassador at the time con- 
sidered that this was not a monarchic regime, and was astonished at 
hearing the Thames bargemen discussing politics with the “milords.” 
During the following century Montesquieu mentioned his surprise at 
seeing a slater reading a news-sheet on the roof. England’s political edu- 
cation had begun much sooner than that of the Continental nations. 

Mf the Puritans expected religious tolerance from the new King, they 
were disappointed, ^^arliament and Lord Clarendon both showed a stern 
front against independent sects, and even against the Presbyterians. A 
series of enactments known as the Clarendon Code enforced strict con- 
formity. These measures forced all mayors and municipal officials to re- 
nounce the Presbyterian Covenant and to receive the Anglican sacraments; 
obliged all clergymen to be ordained by a bishop, to use the Prayer Book 
and English liturgy; forbade any religious service except the Anglican 
whereat more than four adherents were present; and required noncon- 
formist ministers to retire at least five miles from any important town or 
from any parish where they had preached. These laws deeply influenced 
English life. They won the final support of the squires for Anglicanism, as 
the ban against dissenters holding political or civic office forced the sub- 
mission of anyone having ambitions or important interests. From this time 
dates the traditional alliance of parson and squire in village life. But 
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many of those who surrendered still had a dissenting temper, and in 
later years they became politically the supporters of the Whig party, in 
alliance with the skeptics and rationalists. The Clarendon Code made 
Presbyterianism almost impossible in England, although other sects, less 
highly organized, survived. By isolating a class to which it refused politi- 
cal rights, this Code created the dissenting type — a type of great impor- 
tance in English history— a breed of men who, out of loyalty to their 
principles, accept the prospect of conflict with established authority and 
are not afraid, in any circumstance, of offending public opinion. In 
various forms this dissenter appears in the subsequent centuries, and his 
active strength is considerable because his intellectual courage is un- 
bounded. 

Clarendon wore himself out quickly in power. In a youthful and cyni- 
cal court, he was a pompous, gouty old servant, forever moralizing. The 
King’s ladies laughed at him; in private, the Duke of Buckingham 
mimicked the Chancellor; and Charles himself, though not ungrateful, 
laughed. Only a pretext was by now needed to get rid of this battered 
survival; and the course of events produced several. It happened that 
the King’s brother James, the heir to the throne, had fallen in love during 
his exile with Clarendon’s daughter, Anne Hyde. He married her, secretly 
at first, and then publicly. From this union sprang two English sovereigns: 
Mary, who married William of Orange, and Queen Anne. At the time 
of its celebration the marriage roused popular hostility, and there was 
strong feeling against Clarendon, who feigned disapproval himself. 
Furthermore, Clarendon was responsible for the marriage of Charles II 
with Catherine of Braganza, a Portuguese and Catholic princess, who 
proved, moreover, to be sterile. A Portuguese marriage was a less heinous 
offense than a Spanish one, but not much, and the highly improbable 
allegation was made that Clarendon had chosen a sterile Queen so as to 
place his own grandchildren on the throne. Another charge was laid 
against him that he sold Dunkirk to the French for a large sum, and 
himself pocketed a commission. The public mind was also deeply affected 
by the terrible plague which ravaged London, with its swarming, dirty 
streets, during the summer of 1665, and also by the Great Fire which 
destroyed two-thirds of the City a few months later. And this second 
disaster (because the people insist that great events must have great causes) 
was laid at the door of the Papists, the French, and Lord Clarendon. 
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A final blow was the arrival in the Thames of a Dutch fleet, which came 
as far as Chatham and burned English ships. Panic spread quickly among 
a people unnerved by plague and fire. The capricious London mob was 
by now looking back with regret to the days of stout Oliver, when the 
coasts were protected and the army was strong. It was of no avail that 
the Treaty of Breda (1667), which ended the Dutch war, gave the Eng- 
lish New York, with the whole of the American coast joining Virginia 
with New England. Englishmen felt they had been betrayed, and in 
that same year Clarendon, the public enemy, was exiled. 

His place was taken not by one Minister, but by a group of confidents 
known as the^Caba^the word happened to be formed by the initial 
letters of their names: Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley, and 
Lauderdale. The first two were Catholics, the rest skeptics. The most 
remarkable, but most suspect, was Ashley, who shortly became Earl of 
Shaftesbury, and was depicted by Dryden in a famous satire as Achitophel, 
the treacherous son of King David. With the help of the Cabal, the King 
not only reigned but ruled. To outward appearance he still idled and 
fooled with dogs and doxies; but actually, with hidden tenacity, he was 
pursuing a great project: to secure money and troops by an alliance with 
Louis XIV, and with this foreign support, perhaps to re-establish Catholi- 
cism. 

Charles had a sincere admiration for France and her governance. There 
he found what he would have liked, but did not dare, to be — an absolute 
monarch. Realizing that such omnipotence was made possible only by 
harmony between the sovereign and the Church of Rome, he desired to 
achieve this harmony and to imitate his cousin. These sentiments were 
strengthened by a new French mistress, Louise de Kerouaille, whose child- 
like face disguised real adroitness. Notwithstanding Parliament s desire 
for alliance with the Protestant powers of Sweden and Holland against 
France, who was taking Spain’s place as the supreme power on the 
Continent, Charles II signed a secret treaty with France, and against 
Holland, in 1672. Parliament refused subsidies for this unpopular war, 
and the Dutch defenses were effective. In 1674, much against the grain, 
Charles had to negotiate with Holland, and three years later his niece 
Mary, daughter of James and Anne Hyde, married William of Orange. 
That French treaty was the last move made by Charles personally on 
the board of foreign policy, and it was checkmated. 
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He still had hopes of achieving his great plan in the religious field. 
Early in his reign he had tried to impose on Parliament a Declaration 
of Indulgence, thinking to make Catholic emancipation acceptable in 
return for a corresponding measure for dissenters. But even the dissenters, 
Protestants before all else, opposed the measure, and it was rejected by 
Parliament. Later, Charles tried to give effect to the measure in spite of 
Parliament, in virtue of his prerogative. But he chose the wrong moment, 
when hatred of Popery and fear of France had both been quickened by 
fire and pestilence. Once again it was a period when foreign affairs are 
determined by internal policy. In days gone by, Spain had symbolized 
persecution in Protestant eyes; now, France personified absolutism and 
the loss of the subject’s liberties. Once more travelers contrasted the wealth 
of the English farmer with the poverty of the French peasant. Popery 
and wooden shoes — the combination haunted men’s imaginations. Parlia- 
ment stood fast and refused to recognize the King’s right to settle such 
matters by ordinance. Charles wavered, remembered the rebellion and his 
“travels” — and yielded. But part of the Cabal had sided against him, and 
made him accept the Test Act, a national and Protestant retort to the 
French alliance and the Declaration of Indulgence. This law excluded 
from public office any who would not swear allegiance to the King’s 
supremacy and to the Anglican faith. Catholic peers under a further act 
had to leave the House of Lords. The King’s brother himself was obliged 
to own himself a Catholic. The King, and tolerance, were beaten. 

His reasonable acceptance of defeat gave grounds to suppose for a time 
that tranquillity would be restored. But even the wise live at the mercy 
of events. Within a few days everything was changed by a lie and a mys- 
tery. Titus Oates, formerly an Anglican cleric, was a convert to Catholi- 
cism more for self-interest than by conviction, a man of base and 
contemptible character, who had made enemies wherever he went. Ex- 
pelled from the English Jesuits’ college at Saint-Omer, he returned to 
England penniless, and in 1678 concocted an accusation against the 
Jesuits, who, he averred, were plotting to set fire to the City, murder the 
King, set up his brother James, Duke of York, in his place, subdue Eng- 
land with Dutch and French help, and re-establish Catholicism. He sent 
one copy of this denunciation to the Kng, another to Sir Edmund Berry 
Godfrey, a well-known justice of the peace in Westminster. The excite- 
ment caused was prodigious, in a London still nervous after the plague 
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and the Great Fire, with memories of Gunpowder Plot and an unreason- 
ing terror of Jesuits and Popery. A search among the papers of the Ehikc 
of York’s secretary revealed a compromising correspondence with Father 
La Chaise, the confessor of Louis XIV. Calumny had accidentally 
come upon an authentic intrigue. And at this point came the dramatic 
discovery of the murdered body of Godfrey, at the foot of Primrose Hill. 
Panic ran riot. Armed Jesuits were reported everywhere. Women went 
out-of-doors carrying daggers. The King was incredulous about the plot, 
remarking that none would be so foolish as to murder him to put his 
brother on the throne; but he was obliged to feign alarm and to double 
the guard at Whitehall. A few steady heads vainly argued the personal 
baseness of Titus Oates, and the absurdity of a pointless crime, as God- 
frey held no more than a copy of a document which had already produced 
its full effect. But, victimized by a sort of public blackmail, they soon 
found themselves forced to believe in Oates, through fear of being mis- 
taken for Papists. A veritable reign of terror began. 

Since the Restoration, parties had been forming in embryo, engendered 
by the passions of the Civil War. EngUshmen had grown used to taking 
interest in public affairs, and the habit remained incurable. Some favored 
the King like the Cavaliers in the past; and their adversaries dubbed them 
“Tories,” the name of certain Irish freebooters, implying that they were 
merely Papists disguised; but the King’s party wore the insult as a cock- 
ade. They, in their turn, nicknamed the King’s opponents “Whigs,” an 
abbreviation of “Whigamores,” a Covenanters’ faction in the west of 
Scotland. The Whigs were rebels born, the devil their sire, Shaftesbury 
their chief; but this was a rebelUon of aristocrats. The Tories represented 
landed property and the Anglican Church; the Whigs, the dissenters and 
the mercantile classes. When the King ordered an election in 1679, the 
first for seventeen years, the two parties invested it with the character 
which an appeal to the country has today, with its meetings, proces- 
sions, violent speeches. These were noisy methods, but doubtless their 
infusion of the spectacular and competitive element into politics made 
for the enduring success of parliamentary rule. Halifax compared these 
battles of Whigs and Tories to a children’s snowballing fight. In the elec- 
tion of 1679 the Whigs won the day by taking their stand, in all bad faith, 
on the calumnies of Titus Oates; and after their success they made the 
first experiment in constitutional government. A Privy Council of thirty 
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members was to serve as intermediary between King and Parliament, 
directed by Shaftesbury, Sir William Temple, Lord Russell, and Lord 
Halifax. The 1679 Parliament is best known for the amendment of the 
law of habeas corpus which set up the most stringent precautions against 
the arbitrary imprisonment of any English subject. No measure shows 
more clearly the distinction between despotic and free systems of govern- 
ment. Habeas corpus was never suspended except in times of emergency. 
In 1815 it was even put forward by Sir Samuel Romilly in favor of the 
captive Napoleon. 

The Whigs’ victory had been due to dread of Catholicism, a cause 
which was associated with that of the Duke of York. As partisans of 
radical measures, therefore, the Whigs felt that the King’s brother ought 
to be excluded from the royal succession, while the Tories, as good 
legitimists, held that it would suffice to set limits on his powers. In this 
matter, however, the Whigs themselves were divided, some favoring the 
Prince of Orange, the Duke of York’s son-in-law, others inclining to the 
Duke of Monmouth, the natural son of the King. Charles himself sup- 
ported his brother against his bastard. Very speedily, with their surpris- 
ing fluidity, the English populace tired of the Whig terror and forgot 
Titus Oates. In 1681 Charles, having no need of Parliamentary subsidies 
as he received funds from Louis XIV, was able without undue outcry to 
dissolve the last Parliament of his reign, which sat at Oxford in order 
to be at safe distance from the London crowd. The Tories were winning. 

Englishmen had not yet learned the parliamentary game whose rules, 
universally accepted, enable political foes to alternate in power, without 
the victory of one leading to an instant massacre of the other. The triumph 
of Crown and Tories was followed by a persecution of Whigs. Shaftesbury 
was prosecuted for high treason, and although acquitted by a jury had 
to flee to Holland, where he died. The other leading Whigs, Russell and 
Algernon Sidney, died on the scaffold, Essex cut his throat in the Tower. 
A wave of mystical devotion to royalty had swept over England. The 
Tories proclaimed the doctrine of non-resistance to the King, which 
protected them at once from a counter-attack by the Whigs and from 
the independence of the Calvinists. Robert Filmer published his Patriarcha^ 
asserting that as the King was the successor to the patriarchs and the 
father of his subjects, any revolt against him was parricidal. In this 
fever of servility all the barriers against the Duke of York were forgotten. 
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With impunity, during his last years, Charles II lived unblushingly on 
French subsidies, and regardless of English interests allowed Louis XIV 
to pursue his aggrandisement in Flanders and the Rhineland. And thus 
the monarch who had with so much charm betrayed England, two 
Churches, his wife, and all his mistresses was able to preserve to the last 
his luxuriant, perilous equilibrium. He wondered what his brother would 
do when he himself had left the scene; it seemed all too likely that James 
would be forced upon further “travels.” But he would take good care, said 
Charles, to leave him his kingdoms in peace. On his deathbed, for the 
first time, he summoned a Catholic priest, and received extreme unction. 
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James II and the Revolution of 1688 


Charles II bequeathed to his brother a despotic and almost unquestioned 
power. The Church of England preached divine right and non-rcsistance 
to the tyrant. A Tory Parliament was ready to*Kfl>tc life-taxes to the 
King. Discreetly Charles had begun to recruit a standing army of ten 
thousand men, and James was to double the strength — a great novelty 
for an English sovereign. The country let matters drift, wishing only to 
be quiet. Even the new King’s Catholicism roused no violent opposition. 
Anglicans and dissenters were agreed that he might practice his religion 
provided that he did not seek a national conversions If - Jam es II had 
been a man ready to compromise, like hisH^fother, he might have reigned 
undisturbed. But he was obstinate, energetic,- dutiful, and rather unintel- 
ligent. Comparing the two brothers, men reached the conclusion that 
Charles II could have understood things- if he chose, whereay james_ II 
would have liked to understand them if he could. ^^as ingenuous 
enough to suppose that, because it preached non-resistance, the Church 
of England would not resist if he should seek to deprive it of its privi- 
leges; but the Anglican Church discovered the weakness of the doctrine 
precisely when this coincided no longer with its interests. James also 
believed that he could count on the support of dissenters against the 
Anglicans because he promised tolerance to the former as he did equally 
to the Catholics; but this was the moment of the revocation of the Edict 
of Nantes (1685), when the Huguenot fugitives were coming into Eng- 
land with tales that did not provide a heartening example for the English 
Protestant^ 

It could DC seen at once that repression under the new reign would be 
merciless. Rebellions, headed in Scotland by the Duke of Argyll, and by 
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the Duke of Monmouth in the west of England, were fairly easily sup- 
pressed, and their leaders were put to death. Hundreds of hapless rustics 
who had followed Monmouth shared his fate, and the “Bloody Assize” 
of Judge Jeffreys became notorious. Everywhere the rope, the lash, the 
dungeon, and even women were sent to their death. The days of Mary 
Tudor seemed to have returned. Having established an armed camp 
near London, King James felt secure from any rising and had no qualms 
about violating the law. Unable to obtain from Parliament the abroga- 
tion of the Test Act, he declared it inapplicable to Catholics, by virtue of 
his royal prerogative, and so was able to fill civil and military posts with 
Catholic officials and officers. Within the Church of England he favored 
crypto-Catholic prelates, and amongst the nobility he sought proselytes. 
When the Duke of Norfolk, bearing the Sword before him, halted at 
the door of the Catholic chapel, the King said to him: “Your father 
would have come farther.” “And your father, who was a better man,” 
said the Duke, “would not have come so far.” And when the young 
Duke of Somerset, instructed to bring the Papal nuncio into the King’s 
presence, said, “I am informed that I cannot obey Your Majesty without 
infringing the law,” James was furious. “Do you not know that I am 
above the law?” he exclaimed. And the Duke replied: “Your Majesty, 
perhaps; but not myself.” For the spirit of resistance showed itself 
amongst the peers rather than amongst members of the Commons. The 
great Catholic families themselves, well aware of the national character 
and foreseeing dangerous reactions to come, refused to accept high ap- 
pointments offered them by the King. Pope Innocent XI advised modera- 
tion. But James, zealous and blind, hurried boldly on towards the abyss. 

To rule, he needed middle-class support. But the middle classes no 
longer contained Catholics. James thought to rally them by a Declaration 
of Indulgence comprising the dissenters. This was the old, ineradicable 
fallacy of supposing that Catholicism could be restored by taking advan- 
tage of internal conflict among the Protestants. The Anglican clergy were 
ordered to read this declaration from the pulpit, but the whole Church 
refused. A petition was addressed to the King by the Archbishop of 
Canterbury and six bishops. They were sent to the Tower. On the barge 
which bore them down the river the soldiers knelt and asked for the 
bishop’s blessing. When they were acquitted by a jury London was il- 
luminated, and seven-branched candlesticks were seen in the windows, 
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the highest of the stems being for the Primate. Next, the King sought to 
impose a Catholic president on Magdalen College, Oxford; when the 
Fellows refused, he expelled twenty-five of them, and had his way. The 
old clash between the Stuarts and their subjects was starting again, but 
by now in an emancipated world where rebellion against the King no 
longer appeared as something incredible and monstrous. People were 
patient, however, so long as the King had no heir male. The heiress to 
the throne was Princess Mary, a good Protestant, and the wife of William 
of Orange. Such a couple, it was felt, would one day restore order in 
the realm. But despair fell on the country when James’s second wife, 
Mary of Modena, gave birth to a son in 1688. The child was rumored to 
be supposititious: there had been no legal witnesses of the confinement, 
and besides, it was a Jesuit plot. The King seemed ready to send an Irish 
Catholic army into England, and the streets echoed to the strains of 
“Lullibullero,” a song of hatred against the Irish, who would cut the 
throats of Englishmen. By now, far more than in 1640, the spirit of 
revolution was rife. 

^William of Orange, meanwhile, was engaged in mortal strife with 
Louis XIV of France, and believed that unless England remained Protes- 
tant, liberty in Europe was doomed. Neither he nor his wife had any 
scruples about declaring against their father or father-in-law; keeping 
constantly in touch with the English parties, they only awaited a definite 
invitation before taking action. On the day when the seven bishops were 
acquitted (June 30, 1688), an invitation to William and Mary was signed 
by several peers — amongst them Danby, and the wise and attractive 
Halifax — who risked their lives, and had the support of numerous offi- 
cers, including Lord Churchill, court favorite though he was. Louis XIV 
had recently invaded the Palatinate, thus giving Holland several weeks 
of respite. William landed in Torbay on November 5, 1688, and advanced 
towards London. James had an army, but it was untrustworthy. Seized 
with panic, he made concessions. It was too late^he militia were muster- 
ing in the counties, their password “a free Parliament and a Protestant 
religion.” The great landlords were siding with William, and James had 
powerful interests against him. The Church and the universities had 
everything to fear from this Catholic sovereign. Princess Anne, the 
King’s second daughter, took her stand with the rebels. James felt de- 
serted. If he had fought, William’s position would perhaps have become 
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difficult, as the English people in general were in no mind to reopen a 
civil war. Instead of trying to make James II captive, his adversaries were 
at pains to ‘open the door to flight for him. He took the chance and 
crossed the Channel, casting the Great Seal into the Thames in the hope 
of preventing the transaction of State business. But a Seal can be replaced; 
and so can a King. 

To assure the lawful transmission of power was not easy. The Whigs 
maintained that, as monarchy was a contract between people and sover- 
eign, the people or its representatives had a right to reject James II and 
his sons as unworthy of confidence, and to summon William of their 
own free will. The Tory bishops, true to the doctrine of divine right, 
could not accept this method and urged a regency. A legal compromise, 
put forward by Danby, considered the fugitive King as having abdicated 
and proclaimed Mary as having inherited the throne. But this plan 
clashed with the wishes of the royal couple, Mary being unwilling to 
reign without her spouse, and William not wishing to become a prince- 
consort. In the end an agreement recognized them both in February, 
1689, and the reign was that of William and Mary. After this compro- 
mise the question .of the divine right of kings in England could not be 
raised again. But it enabled this conservative revolution to be effected 
without civil strife, without proscriptions, without the common hangman. 
Slowly, the English were learning the difficult art of living in a society. 



Chapter XII 


T he Restoration Spirit 


The pendulum of human nature swings on either side of fairly steady 
sentiments. Puritan rigidity in morals was bound to be followed by laxity. 
The Cavaliers, pestered for twenty years past, had a comprehensible 
horror of the morality and notions which had plagued them; so much so 
that, in their reaction, they toppled over on the other side. At Charles IPs 
court the hatred of hypocrisy really became a contempt for decency. Now 
that an end was made of the gloomy faces and cropped heads which had 
reigned at Westminster, Whitehall longed for the taste of vengeance. 
The palace was open to all, and everyone could see the royal lewdness 
for himself. Every night the sentries could see the King crossing the gar- 
dens to join his mistress, the all-powerful and shameless Lady Castle- 
maine. Subjects imitated their ruler. Women in men’s clothing, groups 
meeting to dance in nakedness, cynical wantoning with chambermaids — 
here were all the usual characteristics of those periods of debauchery 
which generally follow a great social upheaval. Restoration England is 
like the age of the Directoire in France or like the post-war Europe of 
Morand’s Ouvert la Nuit. The memoirs of the Chevalier de Grammont 
present a picture of the time, but it was probably more crude in char- 
acter than Hamilton described it. The English Rochester is more typical 
of that world than the Frenchman Grammont. An intimate of the King, 
who delighted in his bawdy talk, impudent enough to snatch a kiss from 
the favorite herself, libertine enough to rent a tavern with the Duke of 
Buckingham for the seducing of the most respectable women of the 
neighborhood, he is like some degraded image of the great Elizabethans, 
with the same violence, but applied to less worthy ends. 

Those young Cavaliers of i66o had not received, as their fathers had, 
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the solid upbringing which a family of well-to-do squires can give its 
sons. They had lived with grooms while their fathers followed the king’s 
standard, and they had drifted through the disreputable parts of Paris 
and Amsterdam. Drunkenness was fashionable. Rochester boasted of 
having been drunk for five years on end. A capable civil servant like 
Pepys tells unblushingly of his toping. In London the taverns and 
brothels multiplied. Coffee and tea, lately introduced into England, were 
the pretext for opening coffee-houses where more brandy was drunk than 
coffee. It was in the coffee-houses, and their rival ale-houses, that sedi- 
tious talk went the rounds, and where scandalous tales of Lady Castle- 
maine had their currency. Brutal displays of cock-fighting or bull-baiting 
were hardly enough to quicken the pulse of onlookers who thronged to 
the executions of the regicides. And the stage mirrored the cynicism of the 
time. Pepys could still take pleasure in Th^ Tempesty but regarded A 
Midsummer Night* s Dream as a highly ridiculous performance. Amongst 
the fashionable dramatists were Deaumont and Fletcher, with Congreve 
and Wycherley in the field of comedy, to which they transplanted the 
themes of Moliere in a cruder style. The audacity of these Restoration 
comedies was to startle the nineteenth century; Taine, in his disgust, 
wondered that any public ever tolerated them. The more amoral twentieth 
century was to discern afresh their vivacity and copic quality, and in 
1935 London audiences were applauding a play of Wycherley’s which, 
in 1865, would have caused dire scandal. Such are the variations of mod- 
esty; but Taine was right in judging Wycherley’s humor as less healthy 
than Molicre’s. Fundamentally, the Puritan still dwelt within these eman- 
cipated Englishmen of the Restoration age, and there is a somber violence 
in the efforts of these comic writers to shock the creature. 

In the sixteenth century, Italy was the chief foreign influence in Eng- 
land; in the seventeenth, it was France. Many of the Cavalier poets lived 
out their exile in France, where they knew and admired Boileau, Moliere, 
Bossuct. French poems and romances found English translators. King 
Charles II himself was French, not only through his mother, but in his 
memories and his mode of life. From Louis XIV he received “a pension, 
a mistress, and examples.” An Englishman of the Restoration mingled 
French phrases with all his conversation: one more reaction, it seemed, 
against the Puritans. It was at this time that the English language was 
augmented by words expressive of shades of mockery— “to burlesque,” 
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“to droll,” “to ridicule,” “travesty,” and “badinage.” The religious poem 
was succeeded by the satire. One of the great successes of the time was 
Samuel Butler’s HudibraSy which has been styled a Don Quixote of 
Puritanism, but to a French reader is reminiscent of Scarron rather 
than Cervantes. Dryden, in his sparkling satire, combined the Gallic 
form with biblical allusions, and depicted the hapless Monmouth and the 
treacherous Shaftesbury under the names of Absalom and Achitophel, 
the sons of David. The madrigal flowered side by side with satire. Numer- 
ous Cavalier poets composed love songs, often charming. Literature was 
aristocratic. The mysticism of a Milton or a Bunyan found no place in 
this court, which knew all too well what sort of morality would be im- 
posed upon it by mysticism. It was correct in England, about the year 
1670, to be graceful, light-hearted, and reasonable. 

Descartes was the fashionable philosopher. The reign of Reason, that 
un-Britannic divinity, was opening. Seventeenth-century science was 
Cartesian, and could be so because it dealt with mathematics, astronomy, 
and optics. These modes of discipline produced a man of genius in Sir 
Isaac Newton, whose discovery of certain, laws of mechanics confirmed 
the rights of Reason. The King himself, and the second Duke of Buck- 
ingham, were men of science. In 1662 the Royal Society received its royal 
charter for the advancement of Knowledge of Nature, a nucleus of all 
who were interested in scientific investigations, from the King to the 
cultivated middle class. There Halley described his comet, and Newton 
expounded light, Roy demonstrated his botanical classifications, and 
Boyle the theory of sound. The principles of scientific research, set forth 
previously by Bacon in his Novum Organum^ were at this time produc- 
tive of such results that men began to presume that self-confidence which, 
during the eighteenth century, led them to seek rational solutions for the 
problems of politics, morality, and economics. Nevertheless, English 
rationalism, before Locke, was different from its French counterpart. The 
great thinker of the Restoration period was Thomas Hobbes, who re- 
garded human societies as purely mechanical systems set in motion by 
our appetites and desires. In his view, self-interest is the mainspring of 
the moral law; but socially organic life brings about a war between con- 
flicting self-interests, and this clash causes the transformation of the natu- 
ral state of war into a lawful system of agreements. Hobbes’s political 
philosophy is one which would naturally arise from an era of civil war 
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such as that which he had himself witnessed. Since men hate each other 
and are incapable of living in peace, a strong master is the sole remedy. 
And Hobbes’s Leviathan is simply the totalitarian State of the modern 
dictatorships, with the sovereign as its dictator. 

Even the Church at this time became rationalistic. The fierce, devouring 
faith of a Cromwell satisfied the deepest craving of certain Englishmen, 
but most of them preferred religion of a less violent kind. The leading 
Christian thinker of the Restoration, Isaac Barrow, was a mathematician, 
and propounded a scientific theology and a utilitarian morality, demon- 
strating the obvious advantage to mankind of insuring eternal bliss at 
the cost of a few quite trifling sacrifices. Tillotson, a preacher so much 
admired that his widow was paid ;C 2,500 for the copyright of his un- 
published sermons, expounded the wisdom of being religious, showing 
this wisdom by practical arguments ranged with geometric precision. 
There was no fire, no imagination, nothing of the style which lends 
aesthetic value to a Bossuet, a Bourdaloue, a Massillon — but a house well 
built and wind-proof. 

This kindly, reasonable religion had a strong hold on the English 
people. It would be very misleading to infer from comedies and court 
memoirs that the whole country, during the Restoration period, was 
given over to cynicism and debauchery. Such immorality is always con- 
fined to a few, to the idle, who employ their energies in artificial love- 
affairs in default of having proper work to use them in. Family life in 
the manor-house, the shopkeeper’s home, the farm, remained as it had 
always been. Private letters give us glimpses of excellent households, 
united in sober affection. Samuel Pepys, during a walk on the outskirts 
of London, came across an old shepherd reading the Bible to his boy. 
The libraries were full of books of theology, and in the reign of Charles 
II sermons sold more freely than poetry. 

There is no resemblance between the English Revolution of 1688 and 
the French Revolution of a hundred years later. The latter was one in 
which classes came into conflict; peasants and townsmen revolted against 
king and nobles. There was nothing like this in England. The two great 
conflicts of the Revolution in England presented the picture of a religious 
and a political clash. Who was to dominate? King or Parliament? Which 
Church was to mold the souls of Englishmen? Roman, Anglican, or In- 
dependent? But there was also a third, and less obvious, conflict. It was 
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fiscal in character. Who was to pay for State expenditure? Charles I, 
with his ship money, had stood for direct taxation. The Revolution cer- 
tainly meant the triumph of Parliament, of the Anglican Church, of the 
Common Law; but it also indicated the triumph of the propertied class. 
For some years, in the time of the New Model and the Levelers, it looked 
as if a Puritan and equalitarian opposition might come to birth. But such 
fear tended to unify the great landlords who supported Parliament with 
those who upheld the King. The former came to be Whigs, the latter 
Tories; but between them was a tacit agreement to keep from power any 
group whose ideas were too extreme. And so Puritanism, which acknowl- 
edged only the authority of conscience, was kept out of practical politics. 

The Stuart adventure brought about the victory of the Common Law, 
no less than that of Parliament over Crown. After that dynasty, England 
saw no more of administrative rights and courts of royal prerogative. 
There was one law for all, as strict for the State as for individuals; habeas 
corpus closed the last gates of the domain of justice against “reasons of 
State.” In France the various revolutionary assemblies at the close of the 
eighteenth century, and later the National Assembly of 1871, having over- 
turned monarchy or empire, were to attempt the immediate creation of 
a strong State. In contrast, the Revolution of 1688 in England was di- 
rected only towards limiting State powers for the benefit of the rights of 
the subject. Parliament summoned William and Mary, imposing its own 
terms on them. The truth was that England, shielded from foreign 
armies by her girdle of sea, and from internal disorder by the law-abiding 
temper of her people, was not forced primarily to protect her frontiers 
against invaders nor her counties against anarchy, but simply to defend 
the religion and freedom and prosperity of her people against the arbi- 
trary interference of their government. 

In years to come, Burke called the events of 1688 a “happy and glorious 
revolution,” and it was indeed a piece of good fortune for England that 
she could thus achieve the greatest alteration in her history, the transition 
from despotism to constitutional monarchy, without an unbridgeable gulf 
being made between Englishmen of opposing views. If Cromwell had 
remained in power and himself founded a royal dynasty, England would 
probably have remained for many years divided, as France was after 
1789; the dispossessed descendants of the Cavaliers would not readily 
have forgiven their defeat by the Roundheads. The comparative temperate- 
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ness in political conflict during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
is largely attributable to the indulgence shown at the Restoration of 
Charles II, to the fact that both parties were at one in defending Protes- 
tantism at the time of James IPs flight, and also to the circumstance that, 
after 1788, the last legitimists rallied to the existing monarchy because 
the legitimate line of kings had come to an end. Whereas in France, in 
the days of the Terror, a vendetta between Left and Right was opened 
which has never yet been forgotten, in England, after 1688, political 
passion never reached the compelling fervor of a religious sentiment. 
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The Dutchman on the Throne 


The frail Dutchman, with his brown hair and penetrating gray eyes, 
who was crowned King in 1689, was not foreign by blood— being 
a grandson of Charles I — nor by his marriage — ^bcing the husband of the 
daughter of James IL But to Englishmen, Whigs and Tories alike, he 
always seemed a foreigner, in character, tastes, and ideas. At a time of 
gay dissipation, they found him, if not impeccable, at least solemn and 
unamusable; in days of elegant chatter, he was, like the greatest of his 
Dutch ancestors, a man of silence. There was a lofty, almost disdainful, 
tolerance in his attitude towards the old quarrels of his new kingdom, 
about the supremacy of Parliament or the Established Church. Having 
experienced in the Netherlands the threat of the growing power of Louis 
XIV, he always retained a Continental point of view, seeing the main- 
tenance of the balance of power in Europe as the main objective. And 
from this fact sprang the paradox that a sovereign who had little faith in 
Parliament and, in his native country, had triumphed over a democracy, 
became one of the founders of England's system of constitutional mon- 
archy. Skilled in warding off graver dangers, he accepted and employed 
the instrument at hand. And so, with the flight of James II, the long 
battle between the executive and legislative powers was all but ended. 
William was still prepared to fight for the remnants of the royal power, 
and in foreign policy he usually had his way. But after his death, if not 
before, it was admitted by King and Parliament that the real power be- 
longed only to the King in Parliament. The Civil War had shown that 
England refused to become an absolute monarchy; the Restoration of 
1660 that she refused to be a republic. She had still to find the means of 
being at once a republic and a monarchy. 
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TABLE V 

Georob I (George Louis, Elector op Hanover) and His Descendants 

Gborob I 

I7i4yi7i7 

Gborob II 
17x7-1760 

Prince Frederick 
d. 1751 


Gborob III 
1760-1820 



I I 

Gborob IV William IV 



Edward Duke of Kent 




"Charlotte " VlCTORiA 

d. 1817 ' '*37-1901, 


•Edward VII 

1901r'I9IO 



William and Mary, on ascending the throne, ratified the Declaration 
o£ Right of 1689, which became the Bill of Rights later that year. The 
text of this document, characteristically English in temper, proclaimed 
no abstract principles. It enumerated the arbitrary acts of King James 
and declared them illegal; it affirmed that on no pretext can the King 
violate certain fundamental laws of the realm; and to insure respect for 
these laws. Parliament saw to it that subsidies should be voted annually 
and that the army’s pay would be provided only for one year at a time. 
The Mutiny Act, prepared after the mutiny at Ipswich, and the only 
authority for applying a code of military justice to soldiers, was also to 
be passed annually. Lastly it was decided, in 1694, that Parliaments 
should be summoned at least every three years, and that no one Parlia- 
ment could sit for longer than three years. Long experience had taught 
Englishmen that their essential liberties depended on these simple meas- 
ures. The actual machinery of freedom interested them more than its 
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theoretic glorification. With the Declaration of Right accepted by the 
King, few grounds for conflict remained between Crown and Parlia- 
ment. But a method had not yet been found for insuring cooperation 
between the Executive and the legislature. Nobody as yet imagined that 
unity of government would be achieved by a homogeneous group of the 
King’s counselors (the Cabinet), who would hold the high oflices of 
State, belonging to the dominant party in the Commons and following 
the fortunes of that parliamentary majority. When William, influenced 
by the “ingenious” Sunderland, tried to form such groups of Ministers, 
Parliament was startled, talked of juntas and cabals, and brandished its 
old weapon of impeachment. But impeachment provided no adequate 
control over the Executive. It made possible the punishment of Ministers 
after a failure or a blunder, but could not forestall a rash act. For several 
generations England puzzled over this difficult problem of Ministerial 
responsibility without finding its solution. 

William III preserved,' in theory at least, the executive power; but he 
was far from having the personal prestige which Charles I, even to the 
scaffold, had retained. A fairly numerous party remained loyal to James 
II. A great nobleman to whom William refused some favor was very 
likely to enter into secret correspondence with the refugee court at Saint- 
Germain. Several bishops, and four hundred clergy who remained true 
to divine right, refused to give their oath. They were called the non- 
jurors, and had to resign, their places being taken by “latitudinarian” 
bishops like Burnet and Tillotson. If William had been able to do so, he 
would have imposed religious neutrality upon England. But the opposi- 
tion roused by this new-fangled notion forced him to compromise. A 
measure granting comparative freedom of worship was passed in 1689, 
but Catholics and dissenters were still excluded from public office. Some 
Nonconformists consented to become communicants in the Established 
Church, in order to take municipal posts, and this was termed “occasional 
conformity.” It angered the Tories, who regarded the pretense as impious. 

Party frontiers became more definite. The Tories were the party of 
landed proprietors, the Jacobite squires, and adherents of the Anglican 
Church. The Whig party was made up of three elements: aristocratic 
families with an anti-Jacobite tradition (such as the Cavendishes, Bus- 
sells, Pelhams) ; City merchants, nabobs from the Indies, moneyed men, 
who at this time were growing rapidly richer and bought themselves 
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scats in Parliament; and dissenters, who had hardly any link with the 
two former groups beyond a common fear of the Stuarts and of religious 
intolerance. In the time of James II the Tories had found themselves, to 
their despair, forced to choose between Church and King. To avoid Rome 
they chose The Hague. Some regretted it, and dreamed of an impossible 
restoration. On the other hand, under William, a curious reversal made 
the Whigs the most stanch supporters of the sovereign. They supported 
without reserve his wars against France because he undertook them as 
head of the Protestant princes; because opposition to Louis XIV meant 
opposition to the Stuart Pretender, from whom the Whigs had every- 
thing to fear; and because their City supporters, during and on account 
of this war, were enjoying unheard-of prosperity. 

Since the early years of the seventeenth century there had existed at 
Amsterdam a famous bank, at which all the great merchants of Europe 
had their accounts, so that transfer payments could be made, although 
the procedure was too cumbersome and the restrictions were too many 
for comparison to be made with a modern bank. England was still con- 
tent with private bankers having narrower resources. The goldsmiths of 
the Stuart period were pioneers of a new banking technique, dealing 
in gold, lending to the King and to private persons, and accepting de- 
posits of precious metals in return for receipts (goldsmiths* notes), which 
were the first form of banknote. Even the Exchequer borrowed from the 
goldsmiths. During the wars against Louis XIV taxation and loans 
proved inadequate to cover expenses, and it was then that the Whigs 
invented the National Debt, the Bank of England, and speculation in 
stocks. “Dutch finance,” sneered the Tories, who hated these new devices, 
politically as aids to the maintenance of Whig power, economically be- 
cause State expenditure was facilitated by State borrowing, and morally 
because such loans increased the power of moneyed men at the expense 
of the country gentlemen, the backbone of the country. 

The Bank of England was created only to enable William to carry on 
his wars. A number of capitalists raised a sum of Ji 1,200,000, all of which 
was lent to the State at a rate of interest totaling / 100,000 per annum. 
The bank established to carry out this operation undertook at the same 
time to open accounts for private persons, as did the Bank of Amster- 
dam. It had no reserves, its capital being lent to the Government, but 
was given the privilege of issuing paper notes up to a sum equivalent to 
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its capital, such notes being payable in gold. The Bank was able to fuUill 
these obligations by means of its trading profits and annual interest paid 
by the government. Its notes at first roused deep distrust. Then the pub- 
lic were glad not to have to borrow from the goldsmiths, whose interest 
charges were high. The State loan of 1694 was the beginning of the Na- 
tional Debt. It resulted in strengthening the links which united William 
III with the City and the Whigs. If ever Louis XIV and the Pretender 
proved victorious, the loans would certainly not be repaid. Thus to the 
House of Orange, the Bank of England became what the spoliation of 
the monasteries had been to the Tudors: it allied political passions with 
economic interests. The founding of the Bank, the increase of large-scale 
business, and the close connection with Amsterdam all helped to make 
London the financial and commercial center of the world. England would 
soon challenge the productive wealth of France, with hardly a quarter of 
France’s population. Dutch finance soon realized that it had raised up a 
dangerous rival. 

William was no general; Massillon said of him that “he was happier 
instigating wars than in fighting them, and more formidable in conclave 
than in command.” But he waged war all his life. As King of England he 
had to defend himself against the dethroned James II, who, with French 
naval support, effected a landing in Ireland and was aided by the Irish 
Catholics. With this Catholic army James tried to occupy the Protestant 
counties of Ulster, treating their people with cruelty. In 1690, at the head 
of an Anglo-Dutch army, William won the battle of the Boyne and 
drove James from the kingdom. Ireland was conquered. William would 
gladly have granted Ireland some measure of liberty, but here again his 
desire for tolerance ran counter to old and fierce prejudices. Harsh laws 
were passed against the religion, and even the trade, of the Irish. English 
manufacturers and breeders feared Irish competition; the rivalry between 
Irish cattle and English cattle was not the least of the obstacles to recon- 
ciliation between the two islands. The Scottish Highlands, loyal to the 
Scottish house of Stuart, had likewise sided with James, although the 
Lowlands had accepted the Revolution after 1690. It was not until I 707 > 
under Queen Anne, that the Act of Union united the English and Scottish 
Parliaments; and thereafter Scotland had the right of trade with the 
British colonies. Her success was remarkable: Glasgow became a rival of 
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London, the Clyde as busy as the Thames, and Scotsmen princes in the 
City. 

To William III, Continental problems were paramount. Elizabeth had 
constantly suffered from the dangerous proximity of the Spaniards in 
their Flemish domains. She had then supported the Dutch against Spain, 
and during the following century the port of Antwerp had become 
weakened by the rise of Amsterdam and Rotterdam. But Spain, when 
the eighteenth century opened, was no longer the powerful monarchy 
which had formerly dominated Europe. Her invincible foot soldiers had 
shrunk to a few thousands; her navy was a tenth of that of Philip II; her 
arsenals were ruined, her coffers empty. The long struggle with the 
Moors had left her in a regime of protracted feudalism; no middle class 
had grown up on her territories; amidst adult States, she remained politi- 
cally adolescent. The power of Spain had been stricken, but another had 
risen, that of France: far more dangerous to Holland and England be- 
cause now, between the mass of national forces and the Netherlands, 
there existed no great buffer state. It was Louis XIV’s ambition to make 
the Rhine the frontier of France, a trustworthy and neutral boundary. 
The Dutch and English merchants considered that if Antwerp were held 
by France, who was already mistress of Europe’s resources, they would 
be ruined. William was determined to oppose this, and accordingly pur- 
sued England’s traditional policy — the defense of Flanders, mastery at sea, 
the formation of a league against the strongest Continental power. At 
first the excellent French fleet commanded by Tourville scored victories 
over the combined English and Dutch navies. But France was hard put to 
it to control both the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, the sea and the 
Continent. Colbert was no longer there to fit out the French navy. A 
fiscal system which exempted the clergy and nobility from taxation de- 
prived Louis of the financial sinews of war. The French seamen finally 
succumbed at La Hogue, and Louis XIV was prepared to negotiate. 
At the Congress of Ryswick he showed wisdom and moderation, agreeing 
to renounce the Netherlands and recognize the House of Orange in Eng- 
land. This, he felt, was better than allowing Spain to rebuild the Empire 
of Charles V with English support. William III, for his part, had suc- 
ceeded in restoring a Continental balance between the Empire and 
France. After Ryswick, in 1697, European peace seemed to be assured. 

Fate raised a troubling hand, and human wisdom was diverted by the 
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mischief of circumstance. The one outstanding danger-point was the ques- 
tion of the Spanish succession. The King of Spain, the half-witted Charles 
II, shordy afterwards died without issue (1700). Who was to succeed 
him? A son of the Emperor, a French prince, or the Elector of Bavaria? 
With the Empire straddling Spain and Italy, France would again find 
herself encircled. Louis XIV, anxious for peace, proposed to let Spain go 
to the Elector of Bavaria, to satisfy himself with Naples, the two Sicilys 
and Tuscany for the Dauphin, and to yield Milan to Austria. It was a 
reasonable solution; but “death had not signed the treaty.” The Elector of 
Bavaria, a child of five, died ; the Dauphin and the Archduke alone were 
left at grips; the compromise was null and void. Fresh negotiations opened 
between Louis XIV and William III, who were both willing to dismem- 
ber Spain for the preservation of peace. The Spanish Ministers were not 
willing, and, believing that the most valuable, because the nearest, sup- 
port for an enfeebled Spain, was that of France, secured from their dying 
King a testament naming the Duke of Anjou and the Duke of Berry as 
his successors. If these princes refused, the Austrian prince was to be 
substituted. This forced the hand of Louis XIV. He could no longer re- 
fuse the kingdom of Spain for his grandsons without himself restoring 
the Empire of Charles V. He accepted the perilous honor, sent his 
grandson to be Philip V to Spain, and manned the strongholds of the 
lower Rhineland with French garrisons alongside the Dutch (1701). Wil- 
liam III was furious. He felt that he had been tricked, and began negotia- 
tions with the Emperor. As a reprisal, and contrary to the Peace of Rys- 
wick, Louis recognized the exile James III as the true King of England. 

Death checked William just when he was preparing, along with the Em- 
pire and Prussia, a new plan of campaign against France (1702). His wife, 
Mary, had died in 1694, and the Princess Anne, second daughter of James 
II, had become heir-apparent. She had lost all her children at an early 
age (the last surviving one died in 1700), and probably would have no 
more. Accordingly, in the last year of William’s reign the important Act 
of Settlement had laid down the order of the royal succession. All thtf 
male heirs, being Catholics, were excluded, and it was decided that th^ 
crown should pass, after Anne, to the Electress Sophia of Hanover, 
granddaughter of James I, and to her descendants, provided that they 
were Protestants. And it is this act which still orders the succession to 
the English throne today. 
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The Reign of Queen Anne 


Queen Anne had never had the same friends as her brother-in-law, Wil- 
liam III. He had upheld the Whigs because they were untainted by Ja- 
cobitism, because they supported his policy abroad, and because they 
showed more tolerance in religious affairs than did their opponents. Anne 
was insular, narrowly Anglican, fiercely Tory. She was said to be stupid; 
her letters show, rather, a vein of obstinacy. It has been said that she set 
up three aims in her life: to be Queen, to favor the right wing of the 
Church, and to give her husband. Prince George of Denmark (of whom 
Charles II had said, “I have tried him drunk and I have tried him sober, 
but there is nothing in him”), posts which he was quite incapable of 
filling. A fourth should be added : to satisfy her favorites. In the course of 
her life, Anne had friendships with two women, which had many of the 
marks of love. The first of these passions was for Sarah Jennings, who 
became by marriage Lady Churchill, and then Duchess of Marlborough. 

. . Nothing ever can express how passionately I am yours,” wrote Anne 
to Sarah; and in order to avert obsequiousness, she adopted in this corre- 
spondence the name of “Mrs. Morley,” Sarah Churchill becoming “Mrs. 
Freeman.” But Mrs. Freeman, although she accepted the shower of ad- 
vantages which poured upon herself and her husband from the Queen’s 
morbid affection, was stern in her judgment of Anne: in ordinary mat- 
ters, she wrote, the Queen’s conversation was in no way brilliant or witty, 
and in matters of moment she spoke hurriedly, and with a vexatious man- 
ner of keeping close to such advice as had been given her, showing no 
intelligence or judgment. During the last third of the Queen’s life, Sarah 
Churchill’s place was taken by Abigail Hill, who became Mrs., later Lady, 
Masham, and ruined the fortunes of the Marlboroughs. 

[340] 


The Reign of Queen Anne 

The career of John Churchill (who became Duke of Marlborough in 
1702) presents an odd blend of amoral adroitness and genius. The son of 
a squire, Winston Churchill, he began as a page to the Duke of York, 
thanks to the protection of his sister Arabella, a mistress of James 11 . He 
himself became a lover of Lady Castlemaine, Duchess of Cleveland, and 
accepted her gift of ^5,000. This ill-gotten money was well invested, 
young Churchill handing it over to Lord Halifax in return for an annuity 
of jC^oo. It was the foundation of a great fortune. This clever lover and 
prudent capitalist happened also to be a great soldier. In James II’s day 
John Churchill had reached high military rank. During the Revolution 
of 1688, like most men in that difficult age, he played a double game, sup 
porting William III but taking out counter-insurance at Saint-Germain. 
The accession of Queen Anne, who protected the husband through love 
of the wife, made him the most powerful man in the country, and his 
fortunes, due to favor, were consolidated by merit. Not only was Marl- 
borough an excellent general, attentive to detail, careful of the health of 
his troops, but he was also the wisest and least partisan of politicians. 
Tory by birth and habit, he consented to work with the Whigs because 
they were supporting him, as they had upheld William III, against Louis 
XIV. The two great figures of Anne’s reign, Marlborough and Godolphin 
(or, as they were styled, the General and the Treasurer), were experts 
set above party divisions, an excellent type of man, but one which partisan 
passion always strikes down in the end. 

The Queen’s first Parliament was composed of full-blooded Tories. 
Thereupon the General and the Treasurer found themselves driven to- 
wards the Whigs by the demands of their foreign policy. They tried to 
rule with mixed Ministries, but it was “mixing oil and vinegar.” Political 
and religious controversy became as violent as they were brilliant. The 
new-found freedom of the Press allowed the publication of pamphlets 
from the pens of the foremost writers. This was the time when Steele 
and Addison, both Whigs, were issuing the Tatler and the Spectator, 
when Swift, the friend of the Tories and the High Church, wrote the 
Tale of a Tub, while Daniel Defoe voiced moderate opinion. These 
“paper cannon-balls,” loaded with explosive prose, brought the wars of 
the factions into quarters hitherto unreached. Passions rose high. The 
blend of oil and vinegar, of Whiggery and Toryism, such as Charles II, 
James II, and William III had been able to impose, appeared scandalous. 
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Spontaneously the country was moving towards the alternation of parties 
which turns civil strife into a chronically benignant malady. 

The War of the Spanish Succession lasted until 1713. The English ob- 
jective, now as always, was to maintain the balance of power in Europe, 
prevent Louis XIV from uniting the forces of France and Spain, and 
compel him to quit Flanders and the estuary of the Rhine. France had the 
advantage of being in occupation of the disputed territories at the start 
of the war, but she was exhausted by half a century of campaigning, 
and, what is more, she did not hold the mastery of the sea. Furthermore, 
England had robbed her of two of her allies — Savoy (alienated, according 
to Saint-Simon, by the tortuous maneuvers of Louvois), and Portugal 
(after the Methuen Treaty of 1701, which gave England the friendship of 
the court of Lisbon, a taste for the wine of Oporto, and hereditary gout). 
The Allied generals, Marlborough and Prince Eugene, taking advantage 
of the fact that Louis XIV’s armies had ventured beyond the lines forti- 
fied by Vauban, shocked conventional ideas by substituting a mobile war 
for a strategy of sieges. The flintlock and bayonet, in both of the opposing 
armies, had replaced pike and musket. Losses on both sides were severe; 
Marlborough overwhelmed the French at Blenheim in 1704, and then 
reconquered Flanders at Ramillies in 1706. 

But the Whigs, although they had won the war, were unable to make 
the peace. To halt a campaign before victory becomes exhaustion, is diffi- 
cult and demands foresight. In 1709 and after, the English might have 
been able to obtain a treaty which would have freed them from all fears, 
so far as Flanders was concerned. But they wanted more, and wished to 
sec the King of Spain expelled from that country by his own grandfather, 
Louis XIV. This was an insult which rallied Frenchmen to their King. 
Their courage was rekindled by a noble letter which he addressed to his 
people. The battle of Malplaquet was not nearly so fortunate for the 
Allies as those which preceded it, costing the victorious side more than a 
third of their effectives, and Marshal dc Villars retreated in such good 
order that pursuit was impossible. In England, public opinion began to 
sag. Marlborough was now trying to have himself appointed by the Queen 
as generalissimo for life. Such a claim alarmed Parliament. Would another 
victorious army produce another Cromwell? The Tories plucked up fresh 
courage. 

The Tory reaction had several causes. Firstly, there was war weariness. 
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In his pamphlet, The Conduct of the Allies, Swift wrote that “after ten 
years’ war with perpetual success, to tell us it is not yet possible to have 
a good peace, is very surprising.” He attacked those who sought to im- 
pose too harsh a peace on France. “After the battle of Ramillies,” he said, 
“the French were so discouraged with their frequent losses and so impa- 
tient for a peace, that their King was resolved to comply upon any reason- 
able terms. But, when his subjects were informed of our exorbitant de- 
mands, they grew jealous of his honour, and were unanimous to assist 
him in continuing the war at any hazard, rather than submit. This fully 
restored his authority; and the supplies he has received from the Spanish 
West Indies . . . have enabled him to pay his troops. ... All this con- 
sidered, with the circumstances of that government, where the prince is 
master of the lives and fortunes of so mighty a Kingdom, shows that 
monarch not to be so sunk in his affairs as we have imagined, and have 
long flattered ourselves with the hopes of.” 

Secondly, there was a religious incident which crystallized the latent dis- 
content of Englishmen. Anniversaries have always provided a soil too 
fertile for the germination of passion. At this period England observed 
three dates of political significance: January 30th, the martyrdom of King 
Charles I, May 29th, the restoration of King Charles II, and November 
5th, the Gunpowder Plot. And on November 5, 1709, a violent sermon 
was preached at St. Paul’s Cathedral by Dr. Sacheverell, denouncing the 
tolerance and tepidity of the Whigs, and all liberal tendencies. Its success 
was prodigious: forty thousand printed copies were sold. The Whig 
ministry made the mistake of demanding the impeachment of the 
preacher, and Sacheverell became a popular hero. When Queen Anne 
drove out from her palace, her coach was surrounded by a crowd shout- 
ing: “God bless Your Majesty! We hope Your Majesty is for Dr. 
Sacheverell!” The Doctor was convicted at his trial, but Tory reaction 
triumphed. 

In the third place, these Tory sentiments were at one with the Queen’s. 
A bedchamber revolution coincided with the religious outburst, and Mrs. 
Masham supplanted the Duchess of Marlborough. The Queen chose Tory 
Ministers to serve her — Harley (later Lord Oxford) and St. John (later 
Lord Bolingbroke). Marlborough, just when he thought he had Louis 
XIV at his mercy, was recalled. An unforeseen event strengthened the 
Tory resolve to treat with France: the unexpected death of the Emperor 
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of Austria, which threatened, in the event of Philip V’s abdication, to 
place on the Archduke’s head the crown of Spain as well as that of Aus- 
tria. The balance of power was upset; Spain was in Flanders; all that 
England had feared for a century was coming to pass. Cynically adopting 
the balancing tactics which were to become the favorite, and perhaps 
necessary, device of her foreign policy, she abandoned and betrayed her 
allies, who were defeated by the French at Denain in 1712. 

The Treaty of Utrecht, concluded in 1713, had to face severe Whig at- 
tacks; but it was not a bad treaty. The Emperor lost his hope of recon- 
stituting the Empire of Charles V, and Louis XIV his hope of uniting the 
two crowns. In the Mediterranean, England secured two valuable bases 
in Gibraltar and Port Mahon. She further augmented her empire with 
Newfoundland and Hudson Bay, handed over by France. Unable to 
wrench from Spain the vast colonial domain on which England’s mer- 
chants had so long cast envious eyes, she nevertheless obtained privi- 
leges therein. England was henceforth entitled to import a certain number 
of slaves into South America. Moreover, she could send there every year 
a shipload of her products, which gradually, by shifts and devices, became 
a whole fleet. Finally, by the Treaty of Utrecht, France bound herself 
to give asylum no longer to the Pretenders, James III and his son Charles 
Edward. This treaty marks the beginning of England’s preponderance in 
Europe. She had enfeebled all her Continental rivals, and had acquired, 
for the time being at least, a mastery of the seas greater even than that of 
the Dutch. This small island was becoming arbiter of the world. This 
peace concluded at Utrecht, deemed by the Whigs too favorable to 
France, was the type and pattern of an English peace, flexible enough to 
preserve the enemy from despair, firm enough to enrich England and her 
commerce. In this reverse of fortune, Louis XIV showed modesty and 
prudence in his policy. Having sacrificed in time conquests which he 
could not defend, he left the frontiers of France stronger than he had 
found them. 

To secure the approval of the House of Lords, with its Whig majority, 
for the Treaty of Utrecht, the Queen had to carry out a real coup d! 6 tat 
and create a dozen Tory peers — a famous precedent in the country’s con- 
stitutional history. So high did political passions rise that Marlborough, 
the conquering general, was hooted in the streets of London. “Stop thief!” 
they cried after him, for he was accused of taking commissions on army 
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contracts. He had to take refuge on the Continent. Reaction spread every- 
where. Tory unbelievers stood forth as champions of the Established 
Church and threatened the Nonconformists with persecution. Oxford, too 
moderate for his party’s taste, was dominated by Bolingbroke, who 
drafted an electoral law which would have enabled him, as he believed, 
to install the Tories in power forever. But he was warring against a foe 
more powerful than the Whigs — time was against him. Queen Anne was 
old, and obviously had not long to live. It would have been prudent to 
pay court to the future King, George of Hanover, but that was not easy 
for Ministers of Anne. The result was that only the Whigs made advances 
to Hanover, and it soon became clear that if the Queen died, the Whigs 
would hold power. What could Ministers do? Come to terms with James 
III? But the Tory squires would not have supported a Catholic King, 
and it was a hopeless position for legitimist Ministers to advance the 
claims of a lawful sovereign whom they knew would not be accepted. The 
end came with dramatic suddenness. The Queen, after a discussion with 
Oxford when she insisted on his surrendering office, had an apoplectic 
stroke. The two parties faced each other across her deathbed. Marlborough, 
over at Amiens, was recruiting soldiers to defend the Protestant cause; 
Bolingbroke, wielding power without having been officially invested, was 
planning a legitimist Ministry, declaring that within six weeks he would 
be ready. Ready to do what? To proclaim James III as King? None 
knew, as Bolingbroke never entered the Promised Land. “The Earl of 
Oxford was removed on Tuesday: the Queen died on Sunday,” he wrote 
to Swift. “What a world is this! And how does Fortune banter us!” 

An unknown sovereign was arriving from Hanover. Bolingbroke, 
whom the new King did not even consent to receive, prudently sought 
exile in France. Thereafter he lived in retirement, partly at Chanteloup, 
near Amboise, and partly in England, where before long he was allowed 
to return, his successors regarding him as harmless. Barred from office, he 
expounded his doctrine by political writings, the most famous of which, 
T he Patriot King, inspired the actions of George III and the doctrines of 
Disraeli. In this Bolingbroke defended a renovated Toryism. He strove 
to free his party from ideas which had become outworn — divine right 
and non-resistance — but maintained that the rule of a strong King, based 
on wide popular support, can be more beneficial to the mass of the people 
than the governance of a parliamentary oligarchy. What had the great 
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Whigs given to the English people? A Venetian oligarchy, Dutch finance, 
and French enmity— so Disraeli was later to answer, rather unfairly. This 
was already, more or less, Bolingbroke’s thesis. But even more than for his 
writings, which arc somewhat disappointing, he was remarkable for the 
part he played during the eighteenth century as an intellectual link be- 
tween England and France. It was at his house that Voltaire met Pope 
and Swift, and there that the young Frenchman learned to understand 
institutions to which Marlborough’s victories had given a European 
luster. 
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The Age of Walpole 


The mediocrity of the first Hanoverian sovereigns gave them historical 
importance. It completed the transformation of the British monarchy into 
a constitutional monarchy. On the heads of these foreign Kings, the crown 
ceased for over a century to be the object of any fervent emotion. It was 
now ridiculous to speak of the divine right of kings. George I was cer- 
tainly the great-grandson of James I, but at the time of his accession there 
were plenty of other princes who, but for the Act of Settlement of 1701, 
would have had a better title to the throne than he. If George reigned, it 
was by the free consent of the nation. There was no trace of English ori- 
gins in this German princeling. If he had had to choose between the 
throne of England and the Electorate of Hanover, he would have pre- 
ferred the latter. He was fond of his small Hanoverian capital, his small 
Versailles — Herrenhausen by name — his small army. But a matrimonial 
tragedy must have spoiled his memories of Hanover. There he had repu- 
diated his wife, Sophia Dorothea, for adultery with the Swede Koenigs- 
mark, who was supposed to have been strangled, and buried beneath the 
floor boards of the castle. Since this episode, the Princess had been a State 
prisoner, and George I had consoled himself with mistresses who com- 
pensated for the dullness of their wits by the vigor of their charms. Any 
woman could please him if she were complaisant and plump, and those 
who aspired to his favors amplified themselves as best they could. The 
people of Hanover endured them because they cost the treasury little. 
The harem which arrived in England with the new King caused more 
smiles than frowns. In the eyes of George’s German retinue, England was 
merely a country from which riches must be extracted. Of one favorite 
Walpole said that she would have sold the King’s honor for an additional 
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shilling. Nobody in the royal entourage spoke English, and Latin was the 
only tongue by which the court and the Ministry could communicate. 
"Mentiris impudentissime,'* was a cry heard in the palace corridors. It 
may well seem surprising that the nation consented to this farce. But it 
was the Whigs who made the miracle possible, because they stood in need 
of the Hanoverians. Without George, they would have had only a king- 
dom without a King; without the Whigs, George would have been 
merely a King without a kingdom. George I was no more than a rather 
ludicrous convention; but the peace of the lieges depended on the accept- 
ance of that convention. 

At the date of his accession, George was already a man of fifty. His 
habits were set, his ideas fixed. Regarding home affairs in England, he 
was ready to trust to his English Ministers. He was only vaguely ac- 
quainted with the laws and constitution of his new kingdom. And as he 
knew no English, he soon ceased his attendance at meetings of the Cabinet 
Council. From this fortuitous circumstance sprang in due course a form 
of government destined to enjoy lasting success — ^that of a Cabinet respon- 
sible to the Commons. Before George I, the idea of Ministerial responsi- 
bility remained in the void, because, with the King present at the 
Council’s deliberations, its decisions were always deemed to be his. Fre- 
quently, too. Ministers had been chosen by the King from both parties; 
and this had made collective responsibility impossible. With the Hano- 
verians began a long period of purely Whig Ministries. On the accession 
of George, the Whigs rendered the Tory party impotent by exiling 
Bolingbroke for some months, and by sending Oxford to the Tower for 
a couple of years. Then they consolidated their position in the Commons 
by manipulating the “rotten” boroughs and by corruption of the elec- 
torate. Being now sure of the Commons’ support, they extended the 
duration of the Parliamentary mandate from three to seven years — a 
measure modified in 1911, when the period was shortened to five years. 

The Cabinet, a body of Ministers collectively responsible to Parliament, 
was, like nearly all British institutions, not an a priori conception, but the 
creation of time, chance, compromise, and common sense. It was simply 
a group of Privy Councilors, and Ministers had no other official standing. 
There was no thought of creating a Prime Minister: Parliament disliked 
the name and the idea. But as the King, through ignorance of the lan- 
guage, could not preside over the Council, his place had to be taken by 
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one of the Ministers. It happened that this Minister, Walpole, was a mas- 
ter of the art of governance, and his colleagues came to acknowledge his 
authority as a matter of course. He admitted that he derived this authority 
from his agreement with the existing majority in the House of Commons, 
and when he lost the confidence of the House, he resigned, contrary to 
all precedents. This withdrawal, in the King’s view, was an encroachment 
on the prerogative of the Crown, and the other Ministers did not follow 
Walpole into retirement. For a good many years yet the King was able to 
keep in the Council Ministers who were not part of the Prime Minister’s 
group. Not until the days of the younger Pitt did the office of Prime 
Minister begin to resemble its present form, and not until the twentieth 
century were the title and function officially recognized. 

The Walpole era did not open precisely with the new reign. The Stan- 
hope-Townshend Whig ministry successfully crushed the Jacobite rising 
of 1715, but two major errors led to its downfall. Firstly, with a view to 
insuring Whig stability in both Houses of Parliament, the Ministry pro- 
posed to limit the King’s right to create new peers. This was a dangerous 
step, which would have made the House of Lords quite independent of 
the Crown and the country, blocked access to the peerage “except through 
a coffin,” and fostered irremediable conflicts between the two Houses in 
the future. Walpole opposed the project and secured its defeat. Secondly, 
there was the great financial scandal of 1720, the South Sea Bubble, which 
discredited a whole generation of politicians. The South Sea Company, in 
1711, had been given a monopoly of British trading with South America. 
Later, its directors offered to take over the whole of the National Debt 
in return for certain concessions and annuities. What profit could they 
obtain for themselves ? They borrowed at a lower rate of interest than the 
State, proposing to give creditors of the latter, in exchange for their scrip, 
shares in the company at the current quotation. (These shares had risen 
from 121 V2 at the beginning of the year to about 1000 in July.) This specu- 
lative frenzy, resembling that which seized France about the same time 
under John Law’s scheme, subsided as rapidly as it had risen. August 
saw the shares down to 135, and thousands were ruined. An investigation 
showed that Ministers, including the Chancellor of the Exchequer, had 
been bought. Walpole himself had speculated successfully, selling his 
holdings at top price, but in his speeches he had denounced the peril. 
And now, as happened at the end of the nineteenth century in France 
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arter the Panama scandal, a younger generation of men were suddenly 
forced upward into power by the folly and collapse of their ciders. This 
happened to Walpole after the South Sea Bubble. The prudence of his 
speeches was praised, the propriety of his conduct envied. He became 
First Lord of the Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer, and held 
these offices for twenty-one years, exercising, in fact, the functions of 
Prime Minister. 

Sir Robert Walpole was one of the greatest of English Ministers, al- 
though he fought shy of all the attributes of greatness. Son of a Norfolk 
squire, he had the tastes and manner of a country landowner. He opened 
his gamekeeper’s letters before those from his colleagues. He hated books 
and music, but liked gay suppers and gallant company, and was capable 
of standing up to King George for hours on end, talking dog Latin. 
His cynicism made him suspicious of exalted ideas, and he laughed aloud 
when his adversaries spoke of their patriotism. Hating doctrines and 
crusades, he distrusted anyone who sought to dictate his conduct to him 
in accordance with the history-books, and conducted affairs of State, like 
a good business man, from day to day. He worked with such skill that 
he seemed to be idling when he was doing most. His great principle was 
“quieta non movere!' or to let sleeping dogs lie. In the loyalty of partisans 
he had no faith, and used to advise his young disciples “never to say 
always!' He has been condemned for saying that “all men have their 
price,” but he really said “all these men have their price,” referring to 
opponents of whom it was quite true. If he governed by corruption, as 
Macaulay said, it was because in his age there was no possibility of gov- 
erning otherwise. 

Walpole never propounded plans or programs to the nation, but his 
common sense amounted to genius. Throughout his twenty years of 
power his political system was simple; a weak State, he argued, ought to 
shun adventures, and in order to consolidate a dynasty devoid of prestige 
it was his duty to play for time. He therefore sought to maintain peace by 
an understanding with France, to lessen taxation, to keep the Church of 
England apart from the Jacobites, and to keep the Tories out of power. 
These may not have been exalted aims, but by attaining them he gave his 
country several years of unmatched prosperity. It was Walpole who de- 
prived party conflicts of their former ferocity. When at last he lost power, 
he let himself be overturned by men whom he might easily have sent to 
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prison. Regarding politics skeptically and mankind with humility, he did 
as little harm as possible during his tenure of power, but his lack of 
fervor was distasteful to the young and ardent. 

In international politics Walpole’s pacific tendency was helped by cir- 
cumstance. The Treaty of Utrecht had left none of those wounds to self- 
respect which call forth the futility and cruelty of revenge. The age of 
religious wars had passed; that of nationalistic wars had not begun. For 
five-and-twenty years the French Ministers, Dubois and Fleury, impelled 
by the fear of Spain revived by the strange Alberoni, sought alliance with 
England. France and England in unison have nearly always been invin- 
cible. They now maintained a comparative degree of peace. The principle 
of non-intervention in Europe could not be unreservedly applied by Wal- 
pole, whose sovereigns had their Hanoverian interests outside of Britain, 
and whose supporters at home had commercial interests in the Spanish 
dominions. His policy, he said, was to keep clear of all engagements as 
long as possible. 

During the summer of 1727 George I died of an apoplectic stroke. It 
looked as if Walpole might fall from favor. The Prince of Wales had 
always been on bad terms with his father, and now, as George II, it 
seemed probable that he would desire a change of Ministry. But very 
soon the courtiers were surprised to find Sir Robert more welcome at 
court than ever. The new King, however, was not easy to win over. 
Miserly, malicious, fantastically methodical, he would wait with his 
watch in hand for the hour to join his mistress, because he wished to be 
with her at nine o’clock punctually. He had shown signs of physical 
courage in his earlier life, but Walpole put him down as the greatest po- 
litical coward who ever wore the crown. Happily for the Minister, and 
for the country, George II let himself be led by Queen Caroline, who had 
intelligence and some culture and a stoical patience. Tirelessly, for seven 
or eight hours a day, she listened to the flood of words pouring from the 
poor King, pontificating about war or genealogy. Her sole compensation 
for these trials was the knowledge that she ruled the country and could 
uphold her dear Sir Robert. Thanks to this prop, Walpole survived. The 
great storm during his tenure of office was an extraordinary revolt of pub- 
lic opinion against the excise laws. The question was simply one concern- 
ing an excise duty to be levied on tobacco and wine. The country was 
as furious as if Magna Carta were being attacked. London bellowed: “No 
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slavery! No excise! No wooden shoes!” These wooden shoes had obsessed 
Englishmen since the days of Sir John Fortescue. Walpole, who was com- 
pletely in the right, did not deem the affair worth spilling blood for. 
“This dance will go no farther,” he said. Whig government has been 
described as an oligarchy tempered by riots. Actually, the threat of riot- 
ing was enough. On the night that Walpole yielded, London was illu- 
minated. But the Minister retained power. 

After twenty years of respite, the great peacemaker at last found him- 
self forced into war. Commercial chauvinism was increasing. Under 
cover of the treaty entitling England to import slaves to the Spanish colo- 
nies and to send one ship there annually, a large contraband trade had 
grown up. The single vessel was followed by a whole flotilla which, on 
the pretext of carrying supplies, replenished her with fresh merchandise. 
The Spanish coast guards were furious and searched all English ships. 
The Opposition exploited these “atrocities” to attack the inertia of Wal- 
pole, and, as they said, his passion for negotiating. A certain Captain 
Jenkins came to the bar of the House of Commons and told how his brig, 
the Rebecca, had been boarded by the Spaniards, who had cut off his ear, 
and how he had “committed his soul to God, and his cause to his coun- 
try.” To settle this affair Walpole reached an equitable agreement with 
Spain. It was denounced as dishonorable by a youthful member of Par- 
liament named William Pitt. The truth was that the Minister’s opponents 
were anxious for war with Spain, not without thoughts of acquiring some 
part of her colonies. This would be their war, Walpole told them when, 
in 1739, he had at last to resign himself to it, and he wished them joy 
of it. 

This war of “Jenkins’s ear,” as Walpole foretold, was troublesome. The 
Opposition, after demanding it, refused the government the wherewithal 
to win it. Sir Robert, it was said, wanted an army, did not want war, and 
could not get peace. At last the Minister, suffering from the stone, ex- 
hausted, beaten in the Commons by the help given to the Opposition by 
members from Cornwall and Scotland, resigned, and went to the House 
of Lords with the title of Earl of Orford. His departure gave rise to a 
curious agitation against the office of Prime Minister. Thirty-one peers 
drew up a resolution setting forth that this office was not allowed for 
by the laws of England and was incompatible with the constitution of the 
country. But the “wise and excellent” minister had achieved his task. By 
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prolonged tranquillity he had given the dynasty firm roots and enriched 
the country. This new wealth was throwing up new men. Avid for con- 
quest, England was coveting an Empire. She desired no longer peace, 
common sense, happiness, but news of victory, lists of captured towns, 
triumphs, adventures. The age of Walpole was over. 

With Walpole also passed two of his favorite conceptions: the homo- 
geneous Cabinet, and the alliance with France. The Whig Ministers who 
succeeded him (Carteret and the Pelhams) took into their Cabinets a few 
Tories, in order to end “these unhappy distinctions of party.” This re- 
opened the issue (not yet finally decided after two centuries) between the 
totalitarian State and the parliamentary State. Carteret, for all his fine 
gifts, soon fell through faults of pettiness. Despising the systematic cor- 
ruption practiced by Walpole, he let it be seen that only higher politics 
interested him, and that he would waste no time in busying himself with 
jobbery. Those who sought place or profit turned to men of greater leisure. 
Contrary to Walpole’s maxims, Carteret engaged in Continental concerns. 
The Emperor Charles VI, by the Pragmatic Sanction, had bequeathed to 
his daughter Maria Theresa all his dominions (Central Europe, Bel- 
gium, Italy) : a heritage which was bound to quicken covetousness. In 
Charles’s death Frederick II of Prussia claimed Silesia for himself. By 
what right By the right, it has been said, of vigorous troops, full coffers, 
and a greedy mind. England, unwillingly allied through her dynasty with 
Hanoverian interests, also plunged into this welter. Before long the 
seconds were involved. In May, 1745, war was declared between France 
and England; and the Young Pretender, Prince Charles Edward, sailed 
from France and landed in Scotland. 

|There, once more, a Stuart found the astonishing loyalty of the High- 
lands to his family; and once more it was proved that the Scots were the 
best soldiers in Britain. |With 6,000 men Prince Charles was able to enter 
England and advance as far as Derby. With the support of an English 
rising, he could in his own person have restored the Stuart dynasty to the 
throne of England, and grave confusions would have arisen. But the 
episode showed the amazing indifference of the mass of the people to this 
dynastic issue. A few thousand Highlanders had been able to invade 
Britain; a small army recalled from abroad sufficed to save London, and 
Charles retreated. In Flanders the war turned in France’s favor. Freed 
from the Austrian menace by the victory of Frederick of Prussia, Marshal 
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Saxe inflicted a resounding defeat on the English at Fontenoy in 1745. 
If the English had not controlled the seas, if their corsairs had not ruined 
French trade, and if the Protestants had not driven forth Prince Charles, 
Louis XV might have hoped for great things indeed. But in April, 1746, 
defeated at Cullodcn, Charles fled to France and the Highlands were at 
last subjugated, not without harshness. Before long regiments recruited 
from amongst the clansmen — ^such as the Black Watch — ^proved to be 
amongst the bravest and most loyal units of the British army. 

Between 1740 and 1748 England and France were at war not only in 
Europe, but in Canada and India as well. In North America, the French 
were anxious to occupy the Ohio and Mississippi valleys, which would 
have cut off the English coastal colonies from their hinterland. In India, 
the two rival Companies maintained small armies, which they placed at 
the service of the native princes whenever they saw an opportunity of 
extending their territories. There two great men came into conflict, Clive 
and Dupleix. The Frenchman held the upper hand at first, and seized the 
English town of Madras, but had to restore it by the Treaty of Aix-la- 
Chapelle in 1748. But the peace did not prevent the rival Companies in 
India from continuing the struggle, under cover of helping local poten- 
tates. Clive, despite his youth and a scanty force of soldiers, won con- 
spicuous victories over the native princes. His defense of Arcot in 1751, 
and his great victory at Plassy in 1757, founded a British Empire in India. 
His personal fortune, as well as the territory of the East India Company, 
was enormously aggrandized, and in India the English discovered treas- 
ures comparable to those which in bygone days the Spaniards had brought 
from South America. The Indian princes, to gain the goodwill of their 
conquerors, lavished gold and precious stones upon them, and private 
fortunes of Indian provenance henceforward played a leading part in 
English elections. 

The Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle satisfied nobody. As had long been hap- 
pening when an Anglo-French war ended, each party had to restore its 
conquests because the other held valuable stakes. To obtain withdrawal 
of the French troops occupying Flanders, the English Government had to 
abandon the island of Cape Breton which commanded Canada. In the 
Spanish colonies, England secured a renewal for four years of the Asiento, 
the right to import slaves, as also of the annual trading ship; but Spain 
reserved the right of search, a source of future complications. In Canada 
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and in India, the Anglo-French conflicts were far from being settled. 
None of the great European countries accepted the existing map of the 
world. All the old systems of alliance were collapsing. France and Austria 
wondered whether their traditional enmity was justified by any real 
clash of interests, or whether, on the contrary, the rise of Prussia did con- 
front them both with a formidable threat. France and England began 
to realize that, so long as the question of the mastery of the sea and the 
colonial issue remained unsettled, there could be no lasting peace between 
them. 
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The Spirit of ijoo-iy^o 


Never had England’s prestige in Europe been so extensive. The triumphs 
of her armies, the foresight of her Revolution, inspired other peoples 
with a desire to study her ideas and institutions. John Locke, the philo^- 
pher of the Whigs, became the master of all his European colleague^f He 
has been described as the theorist of the Revolution of 1688. It was his 
aim to oppose what he termed natural right against the Stuart theory 
of divine right. Whereas Hobbes, who regarded the natural state of man 
as brutish and dangerous, deduced from the natural evil of the species the 
necessity of a strong State (the “Leviathan”), Locke argued that the 
natural man, a reasoning creature, respects the great laws of morality. 
In Hobbes’s view, the contract binding sovereign and subjects was im- 
posed on the latter by their own weakness; to Locke it appeared as a 
contract freely entered into by free beings having the right to imj[X5sc 
their own teriTrs.fi\ theologian might say that Hobbes believed in original 
sin, whereas Locke denied that doctrine. From Locke’s optimism, in due 
course, would spring Rousseau’s Social Contract^ the French declaration 
of the Rights of Man, and the American Declaration of Independence. 
The rationalistic, anti-historical spirit of the eighteenth century is largely 
attributable to the essays and treatises of John Locke. 

\ It may be wondered why the EngUsh townsfolk and peasantry, at a 
time when philosophers were teaching that men were born free, submitted 
so readily to the authority of a landed aristocracy who did not even possess, 
as their feudal predecessors did, military strength. This was due, firstly, 
to the fact that Englishmen regarded concrete realities as more important 
than abstract rights; Locke’s influence was deeper in France than in 
England because ideas are given more credit and potency by French- 
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men* There was also the fact that England, in Locke’s time, had no 
grave causes of discontent. Englishmen observed that their local institu- 
tions, notwithstanding inevitable hardships, were efficient and tolerable* 
The justice of the peace tempered the measures enacted by Parliament. 
He was bound to do so: for how could he have enforced them without 
the assent of the parishes, when his only police consisted of the village 
constables? His very weakness was a pledge for his relative equity. The 
penal laws were certainly of archaic severity; vagabonds and poachers 
were treated as dangerous felons. But the landowners lived on their own 
lands and respected an honest farmer. Competent agriculturists, the 
English squires worked in close contact with their cowmen and shepherds. 
A personal relationship was better than an administrative one. Eighteenth- 
century England was an oligarchy tempered by familiarityjf 

The merchant classes, so often humiliated on the Continent, could keep 
their own pride in England. Noblemen and self-made commoners minded 
their own concerns; their families became linked by marriage. We have 
already noted this revolution, the most difficult of all, but one which in 
England is several centuries old. The testimony of language should also 
be noted. “During the centuries,” wrote Tocqueville, “the sense of the 
word 'gentleman’ has completely altered in England. Even by the year 
1664, when Moliere wrote the line in Tartuje, ‘Et tel que I' on le voit, il 
est bon gentilhomme! it would have been impossible to translate this 
literally into English. If you seek another application of the science of 
language to that of history, trace through time and space the destiny of the 
word ‘gentleman,’ which sprang from the French * gentilhomme! You 
will see its meaning spreading in England in proportion as social classes 
approximate. With successive centuries, it is used of men standing a little 
lower in the social scale. But in France the word gentilhomme always 
remained strictly confined to its original meaning. The word was pre- 
served intact as serving to indicate the members of a caste, because the 
caste itself had been preserved, as much separated from all others as it 
ever was.” 

The squire, with his silver-buttoned coat, his wig, his hunters, his 
family pew where he dozed in church — the figure was an essential part 
of the background of English life, in the eyes even of the country folk. 
Not until they were in the midst of the industrial revolution did the masses 
transplanted to the towns cease to regard a Parliament of country gcntle- 
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men as part of the natural order. In the early eighteenth century they 
were gratified to sec some approximation of the mode of life in the manor 
to that in the cottage. The squire then was a countryman, using the 
oaths of his rustics and drinking with them if need be; on polling-day 
they would insult his son, pelt him with mud, and then acclaim him. 
Electoral contests at this time have been described as a national sport, 
as popular as horseracing. The people of the countryside were not then 
wretched. Well fed, they lived the lives their fathers had led, and knew 
no other; the village was still their universe. In the towns, too, the ap- 
prentice was still regarded, in many a merchant’s or artisan’s home, as 
one of the family. “The humble classes in England,” wrote a Swiss 
traveler, “hardly call for particular description : in most respects they seem 
to me part and parcel of this nation, having more or less the same en- 
joyments as the nobility, the merchants, and the clergy, with the same 
virtues and the same vices.” During the second half of the century this 
balance was to be upset by the development of machinery and the drift 
into the towns. 

Stability in the social organism, during the eighteenth century, was 
matched by stability in literary forrns. The classical mode was then, as it 
were, a Church, having Horace and Boileau as its fathers. Like the latter, 
Alexander Pope, the great poet of the age, wrote his Lutrin — the Dunciad 
— and epistles and satires, excellent in themselves and traditional in their 
form. More original, and so more characteristically English, were Swift 
and Defoe. Steele and Addison fixed the enduring form of the English 
essay. And art was no less classical than letters. Grace and simplicity of 
line are the characteristics of Wedgwood’s pottery, the furniture of Chip- 
pendale and Sheraton, the architecture of the Adam brothers. Great 
painters like Gainsborough, Romney, and Reynolds continue for the 
great noble families (such as the Spencers) the galleries of portraits begun 
by Holbein and Van Dyck. Handel, coming from Hanover in 1710, 
where he had been a Kapellmeister^ became in England a composer of 
oratorios on Biblical themes, this type of work being fashionable, and 
The Messiah was first performed in Dublin in 1742. In 1741 David Gar- 
rick had made his first appearance on the stage, in Richard the Thirds 
and he became not only a great actor, but a fine conversationalist, ad- 
mired by Samuel Johnson. In this new Augustan age painters, musicians, 
writers, and politicians formed a real society of their own, forgathering 
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in the coffee-houses or chocolate-houses, or in clubs. Some of the most 
famous clubs date from this time— the Kit Kat, the Beefsteak, the Oc- 
tober clubs were all famous in their different ways. Addison depicted 
them, with their pleasing stiffness, in a Spectator essay. 

In shaping the spirit of talk and molding ideas in general, the club 
and coffee-house performed for England the function which in France 
was fulfilled by the salon, although their flavor was less subtle. If the age 
had its Gainsborough-Reynolds side, it had also a Hogarth side. “The 
commonest pleasures of the English,” wrote the Swiss traveler again, 
“or at least of Londoners, are wine, women, dicing— in a word, de- 
bauchery. Certainly, they seek no fine shades, so far as women and wine 
are concerned. These they delight to combine, but without much subtlety 
or appreciation; they may be said to drink simply for drinking’s sake. 
They wish their wenches to drink likewise, and are overjoyed when they 
find one who can keep pace with them.” Since the Methuen Treaty with 
Portugal, the wealthier classes had drunk port to excess. Bolingbroke, 
Carteret, and Walpole were all heavy drinkers, one-bottle, two-bottle, or 
three-bottle men, as the contemporary classification of statesmen had it. 
A Minister was not ashamed to come drunk into the royal presence, nor 
a squire to fuddle himself in his daughter’s company. The common people 
drank gin, of which two million gallons were distilled in 1714 and five 
million in 1735. 

Violence spread with drunkenness, all the more dangerous in the absence 
of a police force, and with an army reduced after the Treaty of Utrecht 
to 8,000 men for the whole of Great Britain. People were terrorized in 
the London streets by a gang of young bloods known as the Mohocks. 
Mounted highwaymen robbed travelers on the water-logged highways. 
About 1725 a certain Jack Sheppard was the talk of the town, a sort 
of eighteenth-century Capone, who specialized in robbing the rich in 
the most gentlemanly manner, and was a lavish spender. His last journey 
through London, from Newgate Jail to the Tyburn gallows, was like 
a triumphal procession. On such a bandit’s life, John Gay wrote a 
comic opera, a parody of the Italian mode, set in Newgate Jail, the famous 
and successful Beggar’s Opera. Like The Marriage of Figaro, it is one of 
those works which are famous for both their aesthetic value and their 
historical significance. It depicts, albeit fantastically, an immoral society, 
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unable to master its bandits and even, with a touch of wildness, admir- 
ing them. 

Gambling was another vice of the age. Play went on in all the clubs, 
as also amongst women. In a single night one lady lost her jewels and 
estate. Whist, hitherto best known amongst the clergy, became fashionable. 
Teachers gave lessons at a guinea each. Those who did not play cards 
laid wagers or speculated. Rogues preyed upon the lust for lucre, and 
shady financiers formed companies for the most absurd purposes. One 
went so far as to ask two guineas a head for a project which would only 
be revealed after subscription. In one day he received two hundred 
guineas, and bolted. This was the atmosphere which made possible the 
South Sea Bubble. 

Drink, play, and gallantry gave rise to quarrels, and these often ended 
in duels. Meetings took place in all sorts of places, in ballrooms and 
coffee-houses, even in the corridors of theaters. The custom of killing a 
man for a chance remark did not completely disappear before the century 
ended. In 1775 “the wicked Lord Byron,” in a stupid duel, killed his 
man, the uncle of Mary Chaworth. But after 1730 the duel was tending 
to vanish, through the influence of a man who left a curious mark on 
English ways — Richard, or “Beau,” Nash. In 1705 he had become master 
of ceremonies at Bath, a watering-place which had enjoyed high repute 
since Roman times, but where visitors suffered prodigiously from ennui. 
Nash proceeded to enliven it. With unlimited and self-invested authority 
he imposed strict and sensible rules. He was the first to make English 
people of different classes grow used to mixing when they came to take 
the waters; and it was he who forbade the carrying of swords at Bath. 
This restriction, at first confined to Bath, later became general, which 
at least prevented impromptu dueling. Furthermore, Nash set the fashion 
of silk stockings and open shoes for men; indeed, as Goldsmith said, 
Nash gave a certain ease of manner and mien to a people whom foreigners 
generally accused of being awkward and reserved. The gentry brought 
their Bath polish back to London, and thus, thanks to Nash, the tone 
became more refined. It was easy to smile at the master of ceremonies, 
with his white hat and his coach-and-six; but “although ceremony is not 
the same as politeness, no nation ever acquired politeness without having 
first been ceremonious.” In those pools at Bath, where men and women, 
with handkerchief or bouquet or snuff-box floating in front of them on 
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wooden trays, relieved their ennui by fleeting love-affairs, the grossness 
of Wycherley became the wit and frivolity of Sheridan. 

Throughout Europe, during the first half of the eighteenth century, 
men had many traits in common. Frivolity, sensuality, skepticism, and 
the other characteristics of societies where men, are too fortunate, were 
all to be seen in London as they were in Paris. In 1729 Montesquieu 
noted: “In England there is no religion. When some one said in the 
House of Commons, ‘I believe this is an article of faith,’ every one burst 
out laughing.” David Hume, the fashionable philosopher in two capitals, 
was typical of his century in his hatred of enthusiasm, and especially 
religious enthusiasm. His contemporary, Voltaire, in his last years, came 
to realize that man cannot live without enthusiasm, and that he must 
ceaselessly be moving “from the convulsions of anxiety to the lethargy 
of ennui.” In England, as in France, ennui and hunger for emotion were 
to bring, after half a century of skeptics and egotists, the sentimental 
revolution of romanticism. True, skepticism itself had often masked a 
new mysticism. “It is chimerical,” Bernard Fay has said, “to imagine an 
eighteenth century ruled by an implacable logic, the master of men’s 
hearts and imaginations; like all other ages, this one was borne along 
by dreams and passions which molded the forms of intelligence and im- 
posed their discipline upon it.” Just as the doctrines of Locke, apparently 
so logical and reasonable, enabled the Whigs to rationalize their political 
fervors, so Freemasonry, which was then swiftly spreading throughout 
England, after the foundation of the Grand Lodge of London in 1715, 
provided a spiritual haven for deists who still craved for ritual and mys- 
ticism. But Freemasonry remained an aristocratic or middle-class affair; 
the emotional needs of the masses were better satisfied by the teachings 
of John Wesley, as will shortly appear. 
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“As STUPID as the peace,” men said in France after the Treaty of Aix-la- 
Chapelle; and certainly that peace had settled nothing. In the colonies the 
war went on. How could the governments have resisted it? In bad 
weather it took two months to reach New York, six to get to Calcutta. 
Orders from London or Paris arrived when batdes were already lost or 
won. In India, Pondicherry stood in rivalry with Madras, Chandernagore 
with Calcutta. In America the French governors were striving to join 
up Louisiana with Canada, the Mississippi with the St. Lawrence, by 
coming in the rear of the British Colonies, which would thus have been 
encircled between the Alleghanies and the Atlantic. The rivals had come 
to grips in the Ohio Valley in time of peace, and the French, having 
driven out the English settlers, built Fort Duquesne. 

Despite these victories, the position of the French in Canada was far 
from safe. Since the days of Charles II, who had acquired the Carolinas 
and the State of New York (ceded by Holland under the Treaty of 
Breda), the English Colonies had formed a fairly homogeneous and 
populous belt along the coast. They counted about 1,200,000 inhabitants, 
as against the bare 60,000 of French settlers in Canada. England, with 
her powerful merchants, was determined to hold her colonies, and to this 
end was prepared for sacrifices to which France would not have con- 
sented. On the other hand, the Anglo-Saxons in America were more 
divided than their French neighbors. These States peopled by dissenters, 
prickly and none too loyal, were jealous of one another; they seemed un- 
likely to unite for a common end, whereas the French colonists, ably 
administered by faithful soldiers of their King, were capable of forming 
large plans and carrying them into practice. 
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Not only were the colonists of both countries, in various quarters of 
the globe, fighting in defiance of peace treaties, but English squadrons 
at sea were stopping and attacking French ships. Two able Ministers 
of Marine, Rouhier and Machault, had made a new navy for France, and 
the English Admiralty was perturbed. Without a declaration of war, 
they gave chase to French vessels. The pacific Louis XV was content to 
dispatch diplomatic notes, a practice which, throughout the thousands 
of years since men have been coveting one another’s property, has de- 
lighted and encouraged aggressors. Actually, since the accession of Wil- 
liam III, a new Hundred Years’ War had begun. The stake was no 
longer the Angevin or Anglo-French Empire, but the Empire of the 
world. It would inevitably belong to whichever adversary obtained mas- 
tery of the seas. Now, to devote all her strength to the refashioning of 
a navy, France required peace in Europe; all that England needed, on 
the contrary, was to have, according to her tradition, a soldier on the 
Continent. Time and again experience had shown that naval and colonial 
victories were unavailing if France could occupy Flanders, as it was then 
necessary, when negotiations began, to restore captured colonies in order 
to obtain the evacuation of Antwerp. The question remained, to choose 
the soldier. Up to 1748 England had poured subsidies into the coffers of 
Austria, but since the last war George had been an admirer of the King 
of Prussia, Frederick II, who was less expensive than Maria Theresa, 
and also a better strategist. England therefore reversed her alliances, and 
at the same time, partly for this reason, France shifted hers around. The 
traditional rivalry of the Bourbons and Hapsburgs was transformed into 
an alliance, to the deep perturbation of the masses in France. This Aus- 
trian alliance marked the beginning of the divorce between the French 
monarchy and the French people. Nor did the reversal at all affect the 
principles of British policy — to form a Continental coalition, provide it 
with money and some troops, and wage war in the colonies. But in 
the course of this struggle with France, England produced a statesman 
who would now view war in Europe as a side issue and devote the 
main resources of the country to the colonial struggle. 

William Pitt was born in 1708. His grandfather, a Governor of Madras, 
had brought home a great fortune from the Indies and purchased parlia- 
mentary boroughs, including the famous Old Sarum, a constituency with 
virtually no electors. His grandson, a young cavalry ofliccr, entered the 
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House of Commons in 1735 as member for Old Sarum, and soon made 
an impression on members by his dramatic, ironic, impassioned eloquence. 
Adversaries were awed by the gleaming eyes and the long, threatening 
beak of this young man. They might hate his grandiloquence, but had 
to admit his authority, Walpole declared that the young fellow must be 
tamed. But Walpole’s usual methods had no hold on William Pitt, an 
incorruptible. One problem was dominant in his mind— the formation of 
an overseas empire for England’s benefit. Hanover, Prussia, Austria— the 
Continental chessboard had little intrinsic importance to Pitt; these matters 
were only pawns, useful to safeguard the greater pieces, India and Amer- 
ica. One fact above all seemed to him inadmissible— Spain’s grip on 
the South American trade. So long as Spain had tolerated English con- 
traband, it had been an endurable evil; but when she tried to apply the 
treaty terms strictly, the English merchants waxed wroth and Walpole’s 
passivity brought about his downfall. Pitt sided against him. “When 
trade is at stake,” he told his fellow-countrymen, “it is your last intrench- 
ment: you must defend it or perish.” Such language pleased the City. 
Defeated by Pitt, Walpole at once advised his successors, Henry Pelham 
and his brother, the Duke of Newcastle, to make room for this young 
man in their Ministry. “Pitt,” he told them, “is thought able and formida- 
ble; try him and show him.” His office was a modest one, that of pay- 
master-general of the army. His honesty took men by surprise. Hitherto 
the paymasters, having substantial sums in their keeping throughout the 
year, had generally pocketed the interest themselves. Pitt paid these sums 
into the treasury, and declined the commission which his predecessors 
had received on loans. For some years it looked as if he would remain 
in this junior post. King George II disliked the young Minister because, 
in his hostility to Continental engagements, he opposed any Hanoverian 
policy; moreover, cruel attacks of gout kept Pitt down at Bath, crippled 
by pain. His advent to power was made possible, and necessary, only 
because of grave English reverses. 

Pelham was no less anxious for peace than Walpole. His brother and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, the Duke of Newcastle, was the prince 
of Parliamentary corruptors, and the worst of all geographers (he was 
so surprised on finding that Cape Breton was an island that he went off 
and told the King). He sent barrels of beer, with his compliments, to 
Madame dc Pompadour, but the piracies of English seamen belied these 
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Ministerial courtesies. An agreement with France would have required 
reparations and apologies, which the nation would never have accorded. 
Pitt described in his speeches the horrors of a French invasion in Lon- 
don, and mocked the spinelessness of the Whig Ministry. “This was not 
an administration,” he said. “They shift and shufHe the charge from one 
to another. Says one, I am not general. The treasury says, I am not ad- 
miral. The admiralty says, I am not minister.” Thus ran Pitt’s mockery, 
and certainly when the war opened in May, 1756, it began badly for 
England. Minorca, the naval base in the Mediterranean, was seized by 
Marshal de Richelieu, and shortly afterwards Admiral Byng was made 
the scapegoat and shot for not having done all that was humanly possible 
to save the island. In India, Calcutta fell. On the Continent, France, 
Austria, Russia, and Sweden united against Prussia, and imposed the 
capitulation of Klosterseven on the Anglo-Hanoverian combination. In 
America the Indian tribes joined the French. And for all these disasters 
Pitt blamed the ministerial Whigs. Admittedly Newcastle knew the arts 
of buying boroughs, but corruption would not beat the French. The 
people called for Pitt, and he was ready to take power. He knew, he said, 
that he could save the country, and that nobody else could. And further : 
“if he saw a child driving a go-cart close to the edge of a precipice 
with the precious freight of an old King and his family, he was bound 
to take the reins out of such hands.” The child, for some weeks, disputed 
the reins with the savior. In the end Pitt had his hands free. 

Every nation, in times of crisis, conjures up a national myth, and the 
traditional image of a savior. In 1918 Clemenceau strengthened the cour- 
age and will of France because he acted and spoke like one of the great 
Jacobins. William Pitt remains the model of the statesman by whom 
England would fain be ruled in time of war. To tighten the moral fiber 
of the nation, to use unsparingly both men and money to attain the 
goal, to end party rivalries so long as the outside conflict lasted — ^such 
were his methods. The goal was the maintenance and expansion of the 
Empire by means of the mastery of the sea. For four years Pitt was able 
to manage the conduct of the war autocratically, because he had public 
opinion behind him; no man, it was said, left his presence without 
feeling his courage mount higher. His orders were clear, his decisions 
excellent, his will indomitable. He did not hesitate to pour out all the 
wealth of England in order to be victorious. The country, he proclaimed, 
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must raise “heaps and heaps” of millions. In 1758 he had ten millions 
voted; in 1759, twelve millions; in 1760, fifteen millions. He gave heart 
and inspiration, zeal and the will to victory, to the House of Commons: 
and equally to the troops dragging their guns up behind Quebec, to the 
seamen risking their ships off the rocky shores of Brittany. 

Pitt proceeded simultaneously to blockade the French ports, destroy 
the French colonial Empire, and save Prussia. In spite of Montcalm’s 
heroism, Wolfe captured Quebec, and in spite of the gallant resistance of 



Lally-Tollendal, Clive was victorious in India. Fort Duquesne, captured 
by Highland regiments and American colonists, was renamed by the 
great Minister’s name, and became in time Pittsburgh. In Europe he 
supported Prussia, and by the victory of Rossbach Frederick made amends 
for the defeat of the Anglo-Hanoverian army. In 1759 Horace Walpole 
could write that one had to ask at breakfast what victories had been 
gained the day before. The French minister Choiseul had the sense to 
realize that in this war France’s chief foe was not a Continental one. 
Having concluded a family pact with Spain, he made preparations for 
an invasion of England; like the Duke of Parma in days gone by, 
he could not possibly do this without control of the Channel; but the 
French fleet was shattered, and after the batde of Quiberon Bay the is- 
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lands of Brittany themselves were in British hands. Choiseul saw that he 
must now come to terms. 

If Pitt had remained in power, he would have imposed a harsh peace 
indeed upon France. England’s history, he said, would not again be 
stained by a fresh Treaty of Utrecht. But George II died in 1760, and his 
throne was taken (Frederick, Prince of Wales, having died in 1751) by his 
grandson, George III, a young man of twenty-two. Opposed to foreign 
adventuring because he wished to push forward a new policy at home, 
the new King immediately wanted the war to end, and showed scant 
patience with Pitt’s omnipotence. In 1761 Pitt was ready to declare war 
on Spain, who had just concluded a pact of mutual aid with France; 
he urged that an end must be made of the House of Bourbon, and that 
Spain was a harmless adversary because her resources came from her 
colonies, from which the English fleet would cut her off. Not only Spain, 
but the world at large, would learn how dangerously presumptuous it was 
to seek to dictate terms to Britain. With a hundred and fifty ships of the 
line, in a world where no other great navy existed, Pitt felt prepared to 
claim a colonial monopoly. But the Council was nervous, the King did 
not support Pitt, and the country was beginning to think that if England 
appropriated too much territory, she would soon have a whole Con- 
tinental coalition against her. Pitt’s colleagues declined to collaborate in 
his new war plans, and when he threatened to resign, one of them an- 
swered that this would cause no distress, as if he did not, they would 
have to leave him. 

And in October Pitt did resign. The King appointed in his stead Lord 
Bute, a favorite of his, reputed by gossip to have been the lover of his 
mother, the Princess of Wales. The Peace of Paris, signed in 1763, gave 
England Canada, Saint Vincent, Dominica, Tobago, and Senegal; France 
undertook to evacuate Hanover and Prussia, and — a painful condition 
— ^to dismantle Ehinkirk. England restored to France Belle-Isle, Guade- 
loupe, Martinique, Marie-Galante, Saint Lucia, the French trading-sta- 
tions in India, Saint-Pierre and Miquelon, and likewise the Newfoundland 
fishing rights. Spain, for ceding Florida to England, was given Louisiana 
by France as compensation. The King of Prussia, being no longer use- 
ful, was thrown over. It was a harsh settlement for France, but less so 
than Pitt would have desired, his wish being to keep all the colonies, 
both Spanish and French. He came himself to Parliament and protested 
against the terms granted by his successor. Propped up on crutches, 
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walking with the help of servants, his legs wrapped in flannel and his 
hands in thick gloves, he spoke for three hours, despite acute pain, 
claiming for his country a monopoly of world trade, preaching hatred 
of the House of Bourbon, proclaiming the imminent greatness of the 
House of Brandenburg. A tragic, magnificent scene; but a vain speech, 
as the treaty was ratified. “And now,” said the Princess of Wales, “my 
son is King of England.” 

The case of Pitt is one where the firm resolve of one man seems to 
have altered the stream of history. What would have happened without 
him? One English historian has envisaged Dupleix consolidating France’s 
empire in India, Montcalm extending French control across to the Missis- 
sippi, and France becoming the mother-country of the United States. In 
1755 these developments seemed probable. By 1761 they were impossible. 
Pitt had passed across the arena. But the achievements of great men are 
lasting only inasmuch as they have made allowance for the main currents. 
England, in the eighteenth century had more opportunity than France 
for gaining the mastery of the seas, and so a colonial empire. And this 
for several reasons. First, as an insular power, freed by the sea from 
having to maintain a great army, she could spend more on her fleet than 
could the Continental powers. Second, her acquired form of government 
allowed her, with impunity, to raise far higher taxes on the rich and in- 
fluential than the Continental monarchies commanded: English Parlia- 
ments voted with hardly a murmur the huge subsidies asked for by Pitt, 
whilst the non-elected Parliaments of France were refusing to abolish 
the fiscal immunity of the privileged orders. Third, the merchant classes, 
well knowing the value to themselves of India and the colonies, gave 
Wolfe and Clive the support of their votes, their cash, their admiration, 
whereas mercantile interests were held of scant account by the ruling 
classes in France. Sooner or later, even if Pitt had not existed, these 
deeper causes would have produced their effects. 

Europe had undergone a period of Spanish predominance, then one of 
French. With the Seven Years’ War began a period with England para- 
mount. But this burst of splendor was soon to be overshadowed. Intoxi- 
cated with triumph, Englishmen became more overbearing than ever. 
In their pride, they did not fear making enemies simultaneously of France 
and Spain and Austria. Meanwhile France, though stripped, was still 
a great power. A day might come when she would crave for vengeance on 
those whom Choiscul called “the tyrants of the sea.” 
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George III and the American Colonies 


*‘Born and brought up in this country, I glory in the name of Bri- 
tain. . . From these words and facts George III expected to enjoy a 
popularity such as his ancestors had never known. “Britain,” he said 
rather than “England,” not to hurt the feelings of the Scots; but in ap- 
pearance, manners, speech and character he was English. To him, Han- 
over was only a family memory. It was said that he could not even find 
the Electorate on the map. But whereas the first two Georges, foreign 
and rather comical kings, enjoyed straightforward reigns, the third, a 
man more worthy of respect, put a severe strain on the monarchy itself. 
Brought up by his father, Frederick, and then by his mother, to despise 
his nerveless grandfather, he had been well primed with the Bolingbroke 
doctrines of The Patriot King. Why should he obey the orders of a 
Cabinet, of a few great families, of a Parliament, none of them representa- 
tive of the people.? No: his duty was to champion his subjects against 
oligarchies. “On him the eyes of a whole people are fixed, filled with 
admiration and glowing with affection.” 

Such ideas, inciting the King to restore personal power, exposed him 
to grave conflicts with Parliament. But George III thought that, if the 
Whigs had dominated the House of Commons by purchasing seats and 
votes, he could play the same game equally well. He therefore strove 
to create a party of “the King’s Friends,” hoping to be aided in this by 
the new frame of mind amongst the Tories. The squires and clergy had 
abandoned their Jacobite leanings since the startling defeat of Prince 
Charles. Instead of remaining loyal, as some of them had done since 
1688, to an outworn code of ideas, and giving way to a handful of Whig 
grandees with moneyed interests behind them, the Tories were eager 
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now to become a part of the Government. The King might advanta- 
gcously have used Toryism in this new guise to oppose the Whigs, who 
were becoming divided after too long a monopoly of power. But his 
temperament ruined his chances. “Farmer George” was an honest man, 
a good husband, thrifty and chaste; but he was both vain and vindictive. 
What he did not forget he did not forgive, he used to say; and he had 
a precious good memory. At his accession, the war which was heightening 
the prestige of Pitt was not favored by George. England had one Patriot 
King: a William, not a George. And such was George s hatred of Wil- 
liam Pitt that soon he would have accepted defeat abroad if it could 
have brought him victory at home. In his first speech he proposed to 
refer to “this bloody and expensive war,” and it needed all Pitt’s authority 
to induce the King to say merely “just and expensive.” 

Determined to choose his own Ministers, George tried to foist on a 
country which adored Pitt, the unpractical Lord Bute. Hooted by the 
London crowd, who were doubly vexed because their idol was sub- 
ordinated to a newcomer — and that newcomer a Scotsman — Bute soon lost 
heart. Londoners burned tartan bonnets and other Scottish emblems in 
their bonfires, and the Minister, thoroughly alarmed, resigned. His suc- 
cessor, Grenville, was treated no better by the public. He deplored the 
public loans necessitated by the war and asked the House where he would 
find the money; and the terrible Pitt rose in his place, mimicking Gren- 
ville’s plaintive voice and murmuring the refrain of a fashionable ditty : 
“Gentle shepherd, tell me where . . The nickname of the “Gentle 
Shepherd” clung to Grenville for the rest of his days. One member of 
the House of Commons, John Wilkes, a brilliant and witty pamphleteer, 
criticized the Speech from the Throne of 1763 in number 45 of his publica- 
tion, the North Briton, By the King’s command he was arrested, by 
means of an open warrant against “any person” responsible for the 
publication. This arrest was contrary to Parliamentary privilege. The 
courts of justice upheld Wilkes, and condemned the Secretary of State 
to a fine of ;{^8oo. London was illuminated and houses showed forth the 
gleaming figure “45.” George II learned, like the Stuarts before him, 
the necessity for even the most Patriot King to respect the traditional 
liberties of Englishmen. 

Graver events were set in motion in the Colonies through the defense 
of these liberties. In America the original thirteen “plantations” now had a 
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population of three million, a people prosperous and jealous of their in- 
dependence, who had gradually obliged the royal governors to leave real 
power to the local Assemblies. The several stages of this conflict were very 
much what they had been in England, and the assemblies won because 
they held the purse-strings. But during the Seven Years’ War these 
Colonies had had to defend themselves against French Canada. The 
troops and money necessary for this war had been provided by London; 
and when it was over, a permanent force had to be maintained in America 
to guard against a possible rising of French Canadians. Grenville pro- 
posed that one-third of the upkeep charges of this small army should 
be raised in the Colonies by a stamp duty. The project did not seem out- 
rageously unjust, but the Americans, like all taxpayers, hated taxes, and 
found support against this one even in London. “No taxation without 
representation” had been one of England’s political maxims since the 
Middle Ages; and the Colonies were not represented at Westminster. 
True, many of the large English towns themselves had no members 
there; but at least it could be argued that the county members covered 
all “interests” within their constituencies, whereas the few active spokes- 
men for colonial interests were unofficial, and indeed owed their scats 
to English electors. 

The Colonies’ point of view had other arguments in its favor. They 
had contributed to the prosperity of English commerce; they had been 
exploited according to mercantile principles, that is to say, in the in- 
terests of the mother-country. The doctrine of the mercantile system 
required, firstly, that a Colony should import and export all merchandise 
in English ships; secondly, that Colonial commerce pass through Eng- 
lish ports, even if the Colonists themselves should receive better prices 
in France or Holland; thirdly, that the Colonies should be forbidden to 
build factories capable of competing with those of England. Pitt himself 
had threatened that if America made one strand of wool, or one horse- 
shoe, he would fill her towns with soldiers. To estimate the real con- 
tribution of the Colonies to the revenues of England, it was therefore 
necessary to add, over and above the direct taxes voted by the Assemblies, 
the profits of English manufacturers and merchants, themselves taxable. 

The mercantile system might be endured, if absolutely necessary, by 
the Colonies in the South, where the Colonists grew tobacco and other 
products which England would buy from them; they would thus obtain 
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the gold which would enable them, in turn, to acquire the manufactured 
products sent out to them from England. But to the Colonists in the 
North, whose products were not adjuncts to, but rivals of, England’s, 
this state of affairs was intolerable. Here lay the direct cause of the War 
of American Independence. Englishmen had hitherto regarded a colony 
as an investment yielding immediate returns for capital. The idea of 
empire, they had not yet conceived. Now, the conquest of Canada could 
hardly be lucrative. Pitt had acquired this territory in despite of the 
mean-spirited who were “capable of selling anything they can, even truth 
and conscience, in the name of commerce.” The mercantilists could not 
even imagine a colony which, far from being a source of revenue, would 
involve England in actual expenditure; and they proceeded to make the 
older Colonies pay part of the cost of this new empire. The said Colonies 
were quite willing to share in the advantages of empire, but not at their 
own expense. A duty imposed on molasses annoyed the distillers who 
sold rum to the Indians. And then the Stamp Act drew into the fiscal 
coffers the small stores of gold possessed by the Colonies, and made their 
commerce almost impossible. 

Early in 1766 Pitt intervened. Since his retirement he had lived at 
Bath, helpless with gout. Although he could not walk without crutches, 
use a fork at table, or even write legibly, he appeared in the House to 
advocate the suppression of this taxation. In his opinion, England had 
no right to tax the Colonies. “The gentleman tells us America is ob- 
stinate,” he said; “America is almost in open rebellion. I rejoice that 
America has resisted. Three millions of people so dead to all the feelings 
of liberty, as voluntarily to let themselves be made slaves, would have 
been fit instruments to make slaves of all the rest. ... In such a cause 
even your success would be hazardous. America, if she fell, would fall 
like the strong man Samson. . . . The Americans have not acted in all 
things with prudence and temper. The Americans have been wronged. 
They have been driven to madness by injustice. Will you punish them 
for the madness which you have occasioned?” The Act was annulled, 
and George III reluctantly had to offer Pitt the Ministry. When the 
crippled statesman entered the royal presence, he was once again the 
most powerful, and the most idolized, man in the country. But popular 
favor can be lost by one mistake, one gesture, one word. Pitt was almost 
out of his mind with physical pain; he left the House of Commons and 
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George III and the American Colonies 

was made Earl of Chatham. When it became known that he had accepted 
the Ministry, illuminations were prepared in London; when the word 
went round that Pitt was going to the House of Lords, they were can- 
celed. It was foolish to style Pitt a traitor. To go from the Lower House 
to the Upper was no crime; but for the Great Commoner it was a mis- 
take. Perhaps Chatham could have overcome opposition and regained 
his popularity if he had not been an exhausted man; but disease made 
him a nervous wreck and he became unapproachable. The King him- 
self sent emissaries; but they found merely a madman brandishing a 
crutch. An obstinate King, a headless Ministry, a paralyzed leader— such 
was the Government of England for several months. 

Lord North, who in 1770 agreed, as Prime Minister, to mask the per- 
sonal rule of George III, had the cynicism of Walpole, but not his shrewd- 
ness or vigor. In the matter of the Colonies George III made a practical 
concession by suppressing the Stamp Act; but to safeguard the principle 
involved, he maintained certain small duties on secondary articles, such 
as glass and tea. This showed little understanding of the Colonists. Many 
of them had inherited the strong dissenting spirit of their forefathers, 
and the principle was precisely what they could not admit. In the end, by 
a majority of one. Lord North’s Cabinet decided to retain one tax only, 
that on tea. And for the paltry sum of 16,000 Britain lost an empire. 
When the Americans refused to buy tea on which duty had to be paid, 
orders were given to the East India Company to ship a cargo of tea to 
Boston. The matter might still have been settled if only this tea had been 
intrusted to the ordinary merchants. But the Company sought direct sales 
to the consumer, and thus upset the traders as much as it annoyed the 
free-born tea-drinkers. Warned by sympathizers in London, a number 
of protesting Americans, disguised as Indians, boarded the ship and 
pitched the tea-chests into Boston Harbor. This act of rebellioiif^led to hos- 
tilities. The Colonists bound themselves, like the Presbyterians of old, 
by a solemn covenant. But they were far from being unanimous. Out 
of 700,000 men of military age, only one in eight enrolled to fight. In 
no battle did George Washington have more than 20,000 men behind 
him. The aristocracy of Virginia, the common folk, and the middle 
classes stood out for resistance; but the well-to-do farmers and the more 
solid men of the liberal professions remained loyalists. 

The most experienced heads believed that the Colonists would soon 
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be put down. They had no fortified towns, no trained regiments, no 
ships of war, no credit. Neither in financial nor in military resources were 
they a match for England; and besides, if they forfeited the protection of 
England, they would be exposed to attack by the other maritime powers. 
The Americans, it was officially believed, were a weak people who would 



require the protection of maritime power for several centuries to come. 
And perhaps, in spite of Washington’s genius, they would indeed have 
been defeated if they had not been supported by France, who was de- 
lighted to find this opening for revenge and was carried along by a 
current of public enthusiasm. This intervention was folly on the part 
of the French monarchy: it completed the ruin of the royal finances, 
provided Frenchmen in general with the picture of a republic triumphant, 
and taught them a vocabulary of democracy. In England, the whole 
nature of the dispute was altered by French intervention. The dying Pitt 
felt his hatred of the House of Bourbon revived, and came down to 
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Westminster to deliver the most dramatic speech of history. All in vain. 
The French fleets, reorganized by Choiseul, ruled the seas. Their ad- 
mirals won victory after victory, and the military triumph of the Ameri- 
cans was determined by the naval battle of Chesapeake Bay. 

When Lord North learned of Lord Cornwallis’s capitulation at York- 
town, he flinched like a man struck by a bullet. “It is all over,” he said. 
English public opinion suffered a reaction and desired the independence 
of the Colonies to be recognized. Parliament itself, although filled with 
the King s servitors, abandoned him. In 1780, John Dunning secured a 
majority in the House of Commons for a motion declaring that “the 
influence of the Crown has increased, is increasing, and ought to be 
diminished.” George Ill’s attempt at personal rule was ending in disaster. 
Ireland was heading for revolt, and had to be appeased by the grant of 
complete legislative independence to the Parliament in Dublin, although 
it was a strangely formed body. Catholics being excluded and sixty scats 
being in the hands of three families. In England itself, the growing towns 
were protesting against the archaic electoral system of the boroughs, and 
their consequent lack of Parliamentary representation. The collapse of 
military efforts in America led to a gradual decline of Lord North’s 
majority in the Commons. At length, in March, 1782, he felt obliged 
to resign, though much against the King’s inclination. The King had 
perforce to summon his enemies the Whigs, whose leaders were Rock- 
ingham, Edmund Burke, Shelburne, and Charles James Fox, Lord Hol- 
land’s younger son. Fox, a man of gifts, widely read and a fine orator, 
a delightful and generous friend, had also faults and vices which always 
prevented him from ever holding supreme power. His cynical father 
deliberately turned him into a libertine and gambler, which made him 
distasteful to the sober George III. So zealous was his support of the 
American and the Irish insurgents that he virtually desired the defeat 
of his own country at their hands. Always crippled by debts and always 
rich in friends, turning from the gaming-tables at Brooks’s to Theocritus 
or Virgil, he was loved, but not trusted. Through him and Shelburne 
was negotiated the peace which ended this disastrous war. 

Month after month it had gone on with shifting fortunes. Spain, Hol- 
land, and even Russia had taken a hand against England; but in Rodney 
England found a great admiral, and notwithstanding a siege by French 
and Spanish ships in conjunction, she was able to save Gibraltar. The 
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Peace of Versailles in 1783 nevertheless gave France her full revenge for 
the Treaty of Paris, and inflicted a humiliating peace upon England. 
She acknowledged the independence of the American Colonies, restored 
Minorca to Spain, and St. Pierre, Miquelon, St. Lucia, Tobago, and Sene- 
gal to France. “The sun of England’s glory has set,” said young William 
Pitt, the son of Chatham. To many intelligent men it looked as if Eng- 
land’s day were indeed over. At home things seemed to be breaking up; 
the Parliamentary system was becoming tyrannical, corrupt, nerveless; 
personal rule had led to defeat. The triumphant England of 1815 was 
then quite unpredictable. 

The immediate results of the American war were serious. In the first 
place, England conceived a deep and destructive hatred for the French 
monarchy, and in preparing the ground for the French Revolution, Eng- 
lish money was to play a large part. Secondly, the two great Anglo-Saxon 
democracies were sundered, and for a considerable time remained at 
enmity. Many historians regard this course of events as beneficent, argu- 
ing that it would have been beyond human power to govern such large 
masses at such great distances. True, but it is possible to envisage the 
United States as a member of a British Commonwealth, and exercising 
a preponderant influence therein: a solution which might possibly have 
been more favorable to the settled peace of the Old World. And thirdly, 
England’s trade with the newly formed United States, instead of waning, 
waxed greater, after the Treaty of Versailles; and many English mer- 
chants began to wonder whether the possession of a colonial empire was 
in fact desirable. Another result of the loss of America was that India, 
which had been saved during the war by Warren Hastings, became a 
vital center of English trade. 

The defeats suffered by England in America probably saved her con- 
stitutional monarchy. If the King and his friends had succeeded, per- 
sonal rule would have been maintained, and this would have led, as it 
did in France, to a revolutionary conflict. But military reverses brought 
about the downfall of Lord North, and thereafter England had no other 
Ministries responsible to the king alone. Cabinets were to rise and fall 
at the will of the majority in the Commons. A Fox-North alliance, with 
no moral basis, was short-lived. The younger Pitt, second son of the 
Earl of Chatham, who had shown at the age of twenty-one the full 
stature of his great father, lent his prestige to Parliamentary government. 
Molded from boyhood by his father, he made so brilliant a start in the 
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House of Commons that the highest posts were at once within his reach. 
Jn contrast with Fox, and in spite of his youth, Pitt seemed a prodigy of 
dignity and prudence. He had inherited his father’s impeccable honor 
and irresistible force of character. Numerous sinecures were his for the 
asking, but he remained a man of modest means. When the King, in 
defiance of the Whigs, made Pitt Prime Minister at the age of twenty- 
four, the prestige of the head of the Government soon outstripped that 
of the sovereign. For over twenty years on end Pitt was to rule England; 
and into political life he introduced a new and valuable quality — that of 
purity. 

Had it not been for the memory of the elder Pitt, this accession of a 
stripling to power might have been impossible. But his personal virtues 
would have sufficed to justify it. At twenty-four he showed the wisdom 
of maturity. He made the Tories into a genuine party, independent of 
the Crown, with its own electoral funds, its own boroughs, its own pro- 
gram of peace, retrenchment, and reform. He restored to the office of 
Prime Minister the power and status which Walpole had given it. He 
strove to deprive the Whigs of the support of the moneyed men. He 
fought against corruption, and controlled the rising tide of national debt 
by the creation of a sinking-fund. His Budgets are still cited as models 
of ingenuity. But his attempts to reform the electoral system were less 
successful. The House of Commons was obviously no longer representa- 
tive of the country, and Pitt projx)sed a moderate scheme of reform. 
He wished to allot seventy-two seats to London and the larger counties, 
these seats being obtained by abolishing the “rotten” IxDroughs which 
had mere handfuls of electors. But too many vested interests were affected, 
and Pitt was rebuffed. Hitherto he had ruled without a majority. In the 
election of 1784, partly owing to the money of the Anglo-Indian nabobs, 
he defeated Fox and his friends, who fell by the dozxn and were referred 
to as “Fox’s martyrs.” Pitt’s opponents believed that they were totally 
undone, when King George III showed clear symptoms of insanity; and 
when the sovereign began to mistake a tree at Windsor for the King 
of Prussia, a Regent had to be appointed. The Prince of Wales favored 
Fox as against Pitt. But happily for the latter, the King’s madness was 
intermittent; and the sovereign was already on the way back to normal 
health when an event took place which has been described as the most 
important in the history of eighteenth-century England — ^the capture of 
the Bastille. 
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However great their wisdom, statesmen are less the rulers of events than 
ruled by them. Pitt, like his father, was to become a great war Minister, 
but he desired nothing so much as peace. A first-rate financier, he was 
more concerned with his Budgets than his armed forces. The opening 
years of his Ministry were years of commercial prosperity for England: 
between 1784 and 1793 exports rose from ten to eighteen million pounds; 
in 1783 the three-per-cents stood at 74, in 1792 at over 96. During this 
same period Pitt had tried to impose a generous policy on his Tory 
friends. If he could have had his own way, the Catholics and Noncon- 
formists would have been emancipated from the outmoded clauses of 
the Test Act. Pie obtained some partial relief for these classes, but seeking 
to go farther, he came into collision with the Anglican bishops. When 
he united England and Ireland in 1801, thus forming the United King- 
dom of Great Britain and Ireland, he would again have been ready 
to grant emancipation to the Irish Catholics and entitle them to sit at 
Westminster; but, unfortunately, he could not convince either his sov- 
ereign or his party, and in defiance of all justice and prudence a Protestant 
minority continued to represent Ireland. But a state of mind hostile to 
any reforms had been created in Parliament by the anti-Jacobin reaction. 

The French Revolution, in its earlier stages, was hard for Englishmen 
to understand. They did not anticipate its violence because they knew 
little or nothing of its nature and causes. England had not herself en- 
gendered those intense enmities between the landed gentry and the peas- 
antry, between court circles and the merchant classes, which had been 
produced in France by the watertight barriers of caste. Inequality there 
was in plenty, but a career was open to talent and laws were binding on 
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every class of citizen. Between 1789 and 1792 Englishmen honestly be- 
lieved that the French were on the way to achieving, with no undue 
disturbance, institutions roughly analogous to those of Great Britain. When 
Fox heard of the capture of the Bastille, he greeted the event as the most 
important and happy one in the world’s history; and many thinkers 
and writers believed likewise. Even Pitt at first refused to side with the 
crowned heads of Europe against the Revolution. On the contrary, there 
is a likelihood that he favored it. His feeling, like that of Tory England 
in general in 1789, was that a rival power was, fortunately, going to be 
weakened by internal dissension, and would emerge from the fever re- 
generated. Burke believed, and wrote, that for a long time to come the 
martial faculties of France would be stifled. This was a few months be- 
fore Valmy, a few years before Bonaparte. In 1792 Pitt reduced the 
British navy to an establishment of two thousand men, and said: “Un- 
questionably there never was a time in the history of this country when, 
from the situation in Europe, we might more reasonably expect fifteen 
years of peace than at the present moment.” Prophecies endanger prophets. 

The execution of Louis XVI and the occupation of the Netherlands 
by France changed this benevolent optimism into open enmity. When the 
Terror began, all the sympathies of the ruling classes in England were 
with the fallen monarchy, and so with the European powers attacking 
the Revolution. The only sympathizers with Revolutionary France were 
some radical republicans, such as Tom Paine, and a small body of ad- 
vanced Whigs grouped round Fox, Sheridan, and Grey. Burke himself 
was by now showing feelings of hatred for the French Revolution which 
at times seemed like an obsession. This attitude on the part of the ruling 
classes may perhaps be explained by horror and fear. But on the part 
of the people at large it is surprising. Why was the contagion of revolu- 
tionary ideas so slow in reaching the English working-people, rural or 
urban ? 

The explanation of this phenomenon should not be sought in the con- 
tentment of the English nation, which had indeed been gravely affected 
at the close of the eighteenth century by an agricultural and industrial 
revolution. It had various causes. Firstly, as we have already shown, 
landlords and peasants in England were linked by certain approxima- 
tions in the mode of life. In France, the landlord had preserved his 
privileges but lost his functions. As Tocqucvillc said, “he no longer 
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ruled, but his presence in the parish prevented the establishment of a 
sound system of parochial government which might replace him.” The 
English rustic was perhaps poorer than the French peasant; he certainly 
believed that he was more free. In the second place, France was Eng- 
land’s hereditary enemy: every idea emanating from France seemed 
suspect, any invective against France found an answering echo in Eng- 
lishmen’s hearts. Thirdly, the very nature of the “principles of ’89” was 
distasteful to the English spirit. In the French Assemblies, lawyers and 
men of letters had drawn up abstract declarations, enumerated the 
Rights of Man, and paraphrased Rousseau’s Social Contract. Burke re- 
fused to enter into “metaphysical distinctions,” hating, he said, their 
very names: “no moral question is ever an abstract question.” Fourthly, 
the French Revolution was destroying the structure built up, through the 
centuries, by the monarchy, and sought to rebuild another solely with 
the materials provided by Reason. But essentially the English intelli- 
gence was, as it still is, based on a historic sense. Burke kept repeating, 
in countless forms, that man is incapable of living on his slender capital 
of reason, and that the individual must ask some credit of acquired 
wisdom from the funded reserves accumulated through the ages by 
countless generations of men. And finally, Englishmen had been offered 
a new spiritual sustenance by the religious revolution known as Method- 
ism. The French Revolution was deistic, anti-Christian, and this feature 
damned it in the eyes of the middle and lower classes, “who were afraid 
of losing their religion,” as did its violence in the eyes of the aristocrats, 
who were afraid of losing their lives. 

After 1793 the Whig party was cleft asunder and ceased to count; a 
national coalition took shape round Pitt to combat the plague of sub- 
versive ideas and the militant spirit of the French Revolution. In London 
the French agent, Chauvelin, intrigued with the malcontents, incited the 
Irish to action, set up dissentient cells in the army, and worked hard 
to prepare an English Revolution. There was a quick reaction. The rights 
of foreigners in the country were limited by law; Habeas corpus was 
suspended; the publication of lampoons was severely punished. Every 
village formed its loyal associations. But Englishmen would still have 
refrained from declaring a war of principle, as the European monarchies 
had done, against the French Revolution, if the latter had not been itself 
so aggressive. As long as it seemed possible, Pitt declared his desire to 
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remain a spectator and “to enjoy neutrality.” His patience was clearly 
proved by the fact that he let Antwerp fall without making it a cause 
of war. When the Convention in France assured the English Revolu- 
tionary delegates that ere long France would be able to lend her aid to 
an English National Assembly, Pitt was still tolerant of the provocation. 
But when France decided to open Antwerp’s river, the Scheldt, to naviga- 
tion, and thus to ruin the Dutch ports, he was forced to act. Holland 
was safeguarded against such a threat by solemn treaty. This had been 
confirmed by Pitt himself in 1781, and by France in 1785. The Conven- 
tion did not deny the existence of the treaty, but maintained that stern 
necessities overruled contracts. War with France became inevitable. Pitt 
solaced himself with the idea that, for reasons of finance, the campaign 
would be brief. It was to last for twenty years. 

The general character of this great war is simple enough. To begin 
with, England followed her traditional policy and defended her Dutch 
allies, refusing to allow Antwerp and Belgium to remain in the hands 
of a major European power. She conquered new colonies and defended 
the old. In particular she waged a stern campaign in the West Indies, 
which cost her, through disease rather than battle, some forty thousand 
men, a price justifiable only by the importance then attached to the sugar- 
cane plantations, a great source of wealth. Then, after the figure of 
Napoleon began to dominate the stage, England’s aim became no longer 
that of victory over one country or another, but the downfall of this 
conqueror who threatened to destroy the balance of power in Europe. 
For the third time in her history she battled against the strongest power 
on the Continent, and the struggle against Napoleon became the natural 
sequel to the wars against Philip II and Louis XIV. 

England’s methods of war were likewise unchanging. Primarily she 
strove for mastery of the seas. And this she secured because she had a 
powerful fleet, and a group of first-rate admirals — Hood, Jarvis, and 
Nelson — ^to whom the American war had given experience of sea-fight- 
ing. In contrast with the current practice in the British army, it was 
competence, not birth, which opened the way to high command in the 
navy. Collingwood was the son of a Newcastle merchant. Nelson of a 
country clergyman. One outstanding advantage over the Continental 
navies was that Kempenfelt had lately provided the fleet with his signal 
book, whereby an admiral was able to direct the movements of his 
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ships even during an engagement. Mastery of the seas enabled Britain 
to repulse any invasion, to transport her troops wherever their presence 
seemed useful, and also to prevent any supplies from reaching hostile 
ports. 

At the same time England was making full use of her other favorite 
weapon — subsidies to Continental coalitions. The method seems distaste- 
ful and Bonaparte spoke scornfully of “Pitt’s gold.” But England had 
only ten million inhabitants against the twenty-seven of France. Poorer 
in man-power, she needed sailors rather than soldiers, and it was quite 
natural that, for this Continental war, she should seek out mercenaries. 
She helped the allied States in two ways : direct gifts, and agreed loans. 
Both methods were in fact identical, as neither principal nor interest of 
these war debts was ever paid. The total of Pitt’s subsidies from 1792 
to 1805 amounted to ten million pounds. The increase of the national 
debt between 1793 and 1802 amounted to 336 million pounds, on which 
the Treasury received only 223 million, for the three-per-cent funds in 1797 
stood at only 47. Pitt tripled all taxes, appealed for voluntary contribu- 
tions, and finally established an income tax, on a very wide basis of inci- 
dence, the rate of which was about ten per cent. For this war, then, the 
country had once again to strain every muscle, and only its vast riches 
enabled it to sustain an effort in which, at certain moments, England 
found herself confronting the whole Continent of Europe. 

The war opened badly for her. The Revolution was producing a new 
and strong type of army. As Wellington said in later years, the French 
system of conscription mustered average men of every class, whereas the 
British armies were composed of “the scum of the earth.” At sea the 
French were joined by the Spaniards, and then by the Dutch; England 
found herself barred from the Mediterranean, and this deprived her of 
much of her potential pressure on the Continental powers. Permeated by 
the notions of equality then preached in Europe, English sailors mutinied. 
They had always been ill-paid, ill-fed, ill-treated. In 1797 certain crews 
drove away their officers and hoisted the red flag. This happened just 
when the Continent, after four years of war, was making peace with 
France. England was isolated, Ireland in revolt, the navy mutinous. Pitt 
was insulted in the streets of London, and had to be protected. But the 
situation was saved by a truly English combination of sternness and 
indulgence. The mutineers became victors, and in the same year the 
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battle of Cape St. Vincent delivered Pitt from the Spanish fleet, and 
the battle of Camperdown from the Dutch. Could he reconquer the 
Mediterranean? Since losing Minorca England had had no base vi^ithin 
the Mediterranean: whence the importance she laid on the port of Tou- 
lon, which she captured only to lose again. Bonaparte, on his way to 
conquered Malta, the best naval base of that time, and thereafter 
felt assured that he could refashion the empire of Alexander in the East. 
But no overseas conquest can be retained by a power which has lost naval 
supremacy. Bonaparte’s fleet was destroyed by Nelson at the battle of the 
Nile, and this victory gave to England both Malta and the East. Leaning 
upon Malta and his Neapolitan allies. Nelson was able to exert pressure 
on Austria, whose Italian possessions he threatened. Once again, mastery 
of the Mediterranean would enable England to form a Continental coali- 
tion. 

England lorded it at sea, but Bonaparte was still invincible on land. 
In i8oi he conceived the idea of closing the markets of Europe to “per- 
fidious Albion.” A league of armed neutrality was formed between the 
Scandinavian powers, Russia, and Prussia, as a protest against the right 
of search which the English claimed to exercise at sea. In order to break 
up this league, which might deprive Britain of primary naval necessities 
(timber, sail-cloth, and ropes). Nelson attacked the Danish fleet. The 
Northern league collapsed, and the project of a blockade became chimeri- 
cal. The First Consul and the Prime Minister now realized the limits 
of their respective powers. Peace was obligatory on both. But it was 
made difficult by the critical and doctrinaire attitude of England towards 
the French system. Only Fox appreciated the greatness of Bonaparte. The 
Tories viewed him merely as a sort of Corsican bandit, about whom the 
most grotesque legends were current. Grenville wrote insolently to Talley- 
rand that His Majesty’s Government could have no confidence in the 
First Consul’s peaceful assurances. This was unreasonable: if Bonaparte 
was not sincere in his desire for peace, the only means of proving his 
insincerity was to accept peace. In i8oi, unable to secure the King’s 
consent to the admission of Catholics to the House of Commons, Pitt 
resigned oflice. His successor, Addington (“Pitt is to Addington, Like 
London to Paddington,” ran a song), entered into negotiation, and in 
1802 the Peace of Amiens was signed. It was a serious diplomatic defeat 
for England. She retained a few distant conquests, like Ceylon; but 
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France remained in possession of the left bank of the Rhine and of 
Belgium, a state of affairs which was the less tolerable to England as 
Bonaparte immediately began to examine ways and means of making 
Antwerp a naval and military base. In the Mediterranean England aban- 
doned Minorca and promised to restore Malta to the Knights, which 
would again have deprived her of any base. It had been necessary to make 
terms, as England needed a breathing-space, however short; but whereas 
to Bonaparte the Peace of Amiens was “final,” to Pitt it was only a truce. 
France’s acquisition of LxDuisiana, the expedition to San Domingo, and 
the alliance with Holland finally brought English irritation to a head. 

In point of fact, nobody observed the Peace of Amiens. England kept 
Malta; Bonaparte, despite his promise to respect the status quo in Europe, 
became head of the Republic of Italy, annexed Piedmont, imposed his 
protectorate on Switzerland, and took the chief part in the reshaping of 
Germany. The Moniteur published an ominous report on a “trade mis- 
sion” under Colonel Sebastian! to the East, from which the English 
learned that the First Consul was renouncing neither Egypt nor India, 
and their resolve to keep Malta, treaties notwithstanding, was correspond- 
ingly strengthened. After an ultimatum from Addington in 1803 hos- 
tilities were resumed. This time Bonaparte, planning to strike at England 
itself, assembled at Boulogne an invading force of 400,000 men, and fitted 
out a flotilla of flat-bottomed boats to convey this army across the Channel. 
Like the Duke of Parma with his Armada, and like Choiseul in more 
recent times, he would have needed, for success, to have his transports 
shielded for at least a few hours by a squadron. But the French and 
Spanish fleets were blockaded in the ports of Toulon, Rochefort, Brest, 
and Cadiz, by Nelson, Cornwallis, and Collingwood. There they remained 
helpless until the summer of 1805, unable to obey the orders of the Emperor 
(as he had now become) to effect a concentration. In October, when 
Napoleon had abandoned his projected invasion of England and was 
forcing the Austrian general Mack to capitulate at Ulm, the defeat of the 
Franco-Spanish fleet at Trafalgar — the last great battle of sailing-ships — 
in which Nelson died, gave England for a full century the uncontested 
mastery of the world’s seas. Two years later, in time of peace, the Danish 
fleet was seized at Copenhagen by the English, who thus completed the 
ruin of Europe’s maritime forces. 

After Trafalgar, and throughout the nineteenth century, the idea of 
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attacking the British fleet was to appear an absurdity to all heads of 
States, and to Napoleon himself. But if the naval superiority of the 
mother-country was an essential and sufiicing condition for the stability 
of colonial empires, that superiority was not in itself enough to resolve 
Continental problems. At Trafalgar Napoleon lost his colonies, and all 
hope of getting control of the sea-route to India; but he was nevertheless 
master of Europe. In vain did Pitt, in power again, conjure up coalition 



after coalition. After Austerlitz he had to recognize his powerlessness. 
It was then that he pointed to a map of Europe and said: “Roll up that 
map: it will not be wanted these ten years!” He died in 1806, worn out 
and broken-hearted, murmuring (it was said) : “O my country! How I 
leave my country!” 

In this great duel Pitt had won at sea, the Emperor on land. Master 
of Austria and Prussia, allied with Russia, Napoleon now sought to 
strike at England’s naval and commercial power by indirect means, and 
forbade the Continental ports to admit any English ships. To this Berlin 

[385] 




The Miracle of England 

Decree which opened the Continental blockade, England retorted with 
orders-in-council, stopping all sea-borne traffic which did not pass through 
her own ports, even trade with the United States of America. On both 
sides these measures caused much hardship. They brought about a war 
between Britain and the United States in 1812. As Europe could not dis- 
pense with English products, smuggling became universal, and was so 
profitable that severe penalties failed to check it. The Emperor himself 
had to resort to fraud in order to provide cloaks for his Grande Kxmit, 
Such Continental industries as cotton, which depended on imported raw 
materials, were ruined, to the enrichment of their English rivals. Eng- 
land, on the other hand, went through a grave industrial and commercial 
crisis. Europe, deprived of products to which she had become accustomed 
(such as sugar and tobacco), tried to produce them from her own soil. 
Beet sugar supplanted the cane sugar of the West Indian plantations, 
to the grave detriment of the latter. In 1810-11 there was serious unem- 
ployment in England, with menacing riots. If the Tsar Alexander of 
Russia had not broken the Continental blockade in 1811, England might 
perhaps have yielded. 

But the Continental blockade brought about the downfall of Napoleon 
because it forced him, for all his anxiety for peace, to carry the war on and 
on. Having tried to bend Spain to his will, he found there a country of 
guerillas, “where either a large army starved or a small one was beaten.” 
British troops landed in Portugal— a country very useful to England as a 
landing-stage in Europe; led by Wellesley (later the Duke of Wellington), 
they forced the French to concentrate. Whenever Soult or Suchet turned 
his back on a Spanish province in order to face Wellington, that province 
revolted. The Emperor’s marshals succeeded in driving Wellington be- 
hind the fortified lines of Torres Vedras; but he was able to make use 
of circumstance, and by the creation of an extended field of fire, he put 
up a successful resistance along these lines. Wellingtons tactics were 
defensive. The mass of his troops held a covered position; only the skir- 
mishing riflemen, in advanced positions awaited the enemy columns. In 
1813 Spain was lost to Napoleon. Meanwhile he had had to attack Russia, 
who was refusing to maintain the blockade. And there he lost the flower 
of his troops. Backed by English subsidies, Russia, Prussia, and Austria, 
after the battle of Leipzig in October, 1813, pushed Napoleon back into 
France; and there, notwithstanding the amazing victories of the campaign 
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on French territory, he had to abdicate, in 1814. Whilst the Allies debated 
the fate of France at the Congress of Vienna, Napoleon, who had not 
been sent farther away than the island of Elba, returned, expelled the 
Bourbons without a struggle, and marched on Brussels. Wellington, with 
a small army of combined British and German troops, defeated him at 
Waterloo in 1815. Wellington’s “thin red line” had checked the columns 
of the Emperor, and the charges of Ney had been shattered on his squares. 

Waterloo broke the armed Revolution. Although Napoleon had married 
an archduchess, his “good brothers the Emperors and Kings” had never 
regarded him as anything but a dangerous upstart. It was the aim of 
the sovereigns of Russia, Austria, and Prussia, at the Congress of Vienna, 
to shut off with a wall of buffer states this nation which had so long 
intimidated them. They created a kingdom of the Netherlands (Belgium 
and Holland), which lasted in that form until 1830; they intrusted the 
safe keeping of the left bank of the Rhine to Prussia; that of the Alpine 
frontier to a kingdom of Piedmont and Sardinia; that of northern Italy 
to Austria. Talleyrand, in his efforts to set limits on French sacrifices, 
found an unexpected ally in the British emissary. Lord Castlereagh. Once 
again, to maintain the balance of power, after the triumph of a coalition 
inspired by herself, Britain was taking the side of the vanquished. She 
did not want France to be too weak, nor Russia too strong; she was not, 
like the Central European powers, in a state of reactionary panic; she 
had obtained what she wanted — ^the Cape of Good Hope, Malta, Ceylon; 
and above all, she had laid low the man who had resisted her and had 
tried to achieve hegemony in Europe. She could rest content. But Na- 
poleon himself she treated with little generosity. After his second abdica- 
tion he threw himself on the hospitality of “the most generous of his 
foes,” who, however, left him, until his death on St. Helena, in a state of 
truly pitiable destitution. This pettiness roused the indignation of Byron, 
amongst many other Englishmen. 

Freed now from its fears, the British Government would gladly have 
stood apart from European affairs. But it could not. The victorious powers 
had formed a league for the maintenance of the Treaty of Vienna and of 
the principles of legitimacy; and England, rather grudgingly, had to form 
part of the Holy Alliance. It was not long before she began to come into 
conflict with her partners. The achievement of the Congress of Vienna 
may have been more enduring than such diplomatic edifices usually are, 
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but during the nineteenth century it crumbled away. The negotiators at 
Schonbrunn had made full allowance for the two ideas which seemed 
to them fundamental — ^legitimacy and European equilibrium. They had 
reckoned without those nationalist sentiments whose growing strength 
would, in thirty years* time, burst through the framework constructed in 

i8i6. 
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Chapter VIII 


The Agricultural and Industrial Revolution 


The Black Death of the fourteenth century, by abruptly reducing the 
population of England by one-third, had favored the emancipation of the 
serf peasantry and the division of landed property. In the second half of 
the eighteenth century a sudden increase of population caused the develop- 
ment known as the inclosures. About 1700 the inhabitants of England 
were estimated at about five and a half million; the figure rose slowly up 
to about 1750; and then suddenly, during the reign of George III, it 
doubled itself, until in 1821 it reached fourteen milUon. The causes of this 
increase were numerous. Parochial aid was granted to large families. 
The rapid development of industrial manufacture provided employment 
for children and encouraged the poor to multiply. The drift of rural 
workers into the towns pushed them into unduly small and overcrowded 
houses, which weakened the traditional sense of decency and restraint. 
And while the birth rate rose, the progress of medical knowledge dimin- 
ished the death rate, and in time ended the vast epidemics which ob- 
literated hundreds and thousands at one stroke. Mothers and infants were 
better cared for at the time of confinement. Hospitals were opened in 
most towns. A larger population needed more food. And thus came the 
need for increasing both the yield and area of cultivated land, and securing 
assured profits for landowners. 

The great landlords, unfortunately, were alone to reap the profit from 
this agricultural prosperity. Every government favors certain economic 
interests. Under the Tudors the great merchants had prospered; under 
Cromwell, the shopkeepers and Puritan artisans; under Charles II, the 
dominance of the country gentlemen to whom he owed his restoration. 
The eighteenth-century Parliaments were composed of great landlords 
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and squires, and the laws which they enacted often bore hardly on the 
country folk. Farmers holding long leases were often supplanted by ten- 
ants liable to eviction at six months’ notice. All local rates were raised. 
To become a member of Parliament or a magistrate, to hold rank in the 
local militia, to obtain shooting rights, a man had to be richer than ever. 
The old popular institutions of the parish were replaced by the more 
aristocratic ones of the county. At the time of the French Revolution the 
justices of the peace became harsher. And finally the great landlords were 
even tempted to use their political and administrative power to expand 
their own estates, in which they succeeded the more easily because their 
personal interests seemed here to coincide with the national weal. 

The cultivation of the common fields, still numerous and extensive in 
1750, was certainly a very primitive method of husbandry. One neglectful 
worker could spoil the work of the rest by not killing his weeds. The 
peasant spent his life in moving from one strip to another. The use of 
marl or manure was difficult because the workers of such small strips 
of land lacked the capital to buy these products. Yet meanwhile, in 
Holland and France, scientific agriculture was coming to birth, and its 
principles were being spread in England by such men as Jethro Tull 
and Lord Townshend. The latter, leaving political life, himself became 
a skilled agriculturist. Instead of leaving his fields fallow every three years, 
he alternated tap-roots (turnips or beet) with cereals and sanfoin or 
clovcf^ thus preparing supplies of winter fodder for livestock. The small 
^arjociefs were skeptical: it was all very well, they grumbled, for a gentle- 
man t(Ksow clover, but how were they to pay their rents? But they were 
wrongs aW the most productive method won in the long run. Coke of 
Norfolljc, ^famous agriculturist whose model estate attracted visitors from 
all ovei: Eiirope, succeeded by skillful use of fertilizers in growing wheat 
on lan 4 hif:hcrto sterile. Bakewell improved the breeds of cattle, goats, 
and shierp! Realizing that the demand for meat would increase with a 
growing population, he tried to rear herds of fat stock instead of the 
long-legged cattle which had been practical when the land was marshy 
and lylrambly. These experiments diverted an age avid for science and 
novelty Throughout the eighteenth century farming and stock-breeding 
were fashionable. Self-made men invested in landed property. Doctors, 
clergymen, and lawyers became farmers whenever they had leisure, and 
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Arthur Young commented that the farmer tribe was now composed of 
all classes, from dukes to apprentices. 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century vast areas were still common 
land or open heath. Under George III landlords became more and more 
eager to inclose their fields; and in the process they acquired for their 
own use much of the peasants’ plowland and great stretches of commons, 
grazing and waste, as well. Their instrument was the private act of 
Parliament. There were no fewer than 3554 such inclosure acts during 
the King’s reign, and about four million acres were thus made available 
for the new methods of farming. To obtain such measures from Parlia- 
ment only needed the agreement of three-quarters of the landowners 
in a parish. But the three-quarters was reckoned by superficial area, not 
by the number of individual owners, so that in many parishes the squire 
by himself formed a majority. For decency’s sake he joined with a few 
of the larger proprietors to lay his proposal before Parliament, and the 
common folk often discovered that their common lands had ceased to 
exist without their being consulted. These inclosures made possible the 
formation of large farms with lands joined up, the adoption of scientific 
methods, and increased productivity. England became one of the grain- 
producing countries of Europe. But the small peasantry suffered severely 
from this spoliation. The disappearance of the commons deprived them 
of the strip of meadow where they could graze a cow, or of the belt 
of wood where their pigs grubbed acorns, and where they themselves 
had always found their firewood. They lost heart in their toil, and drifted 
into idleness or drunkenness, or into the North Country towns where 
the swift growth of industry was causing a demand for workers. Then 
the excellent Elizabethan law was abrogated which forbade the building 
of a cottage without at least four acres of land; and this opened the way 
for the growth of those clusters of slum hovels which disgraced the large 
towns of England even into the twentieth century. 

At a different period the yeoman would have resisted and clung to his 
soil. But besides the towns, the colonies were luring him. Between 1740 
and 1763 England had acquired the greater part of France’s colonial 
domains. Canada, sparsely populated, and the prosperous American 
colonies, offered a refuge to the bolder farmers. Those who stayed at home 
entered the service of the landlords. In 1821 William Cobbett observed 
that all over the country he could find one farm only where three had 
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been before. In 1826 he noted, in one village, that fourteen had been 
displaced by one. The very name of yeoman began to be forgotten. Three 
centuries earlier it had meant both the tenant-farmer and the independent 
owner, whereas now these classes were both known as farmers, and the 
whole class was coming to be dependent on the gentry. Dependence soon 
led to imitation. The big farmer of the 1820’s was no longer simply the 
leader of his workers, but a well-to-do man who wished to live a gentle- 
man’s life. And when the farmers become gentlemen, cried Cobbett, 
their laborers become slaves. During the Napoleonic wars the high prices 
of produce still permitted the survival of such of the small farmers as 
had been able to keep their land. Waterloo was their death blow, and 
England then witnessed the almost total disappearance of that rural 
middle class which had so long been her military and moral backbone. 

The agricultural laborer himself, in the early part of the nineteenth 
century, was in dire plight. Wages had risen more slowly than prices. 
Formerly every village, and almost every house, had been able to live a 
self-supporting life. With the growth of large-scale industry the village 
craftsmen disappeared. Before long farmers were refusing, not only to 
give, but even to sell, grain to their laborers. The divorce between pro- 
duction and producers created an abstract economics totally unknown to 
the Middle Ages, and fostered the growth of the most hideous poverty. 
The best of the country magistrates tried hard to remedy the situation by 
a more liberal administration of the Poor Laws, but their good intentions 
led to formidable consequences. In 1794 a number of justices of the peace, 
meeting at Speenhamland, decided to fix a sum to be taken as the vital 
minimum necessary for a family. It was to be the equivalent of twenty-six 
pounds of bread weekly for every adult man, with thirteen allowed for 
a wife and each child. If the father’s wage did not reach this minimum, 
it was to be made up by a grant provided by the poor-rate in each parish. 
The immediate results of this were deplorable: landlords and farmers 
found laborers willing to work for a very low wage because this would 
be made up by the parish, and the small farmer, employing only his own 
family, was ruined by this indigent labor which, as a ratepayer, he had 
himself to support. The Speenhamland system, charitably conceived, re- 
sulted in transforming the rural population of what had once been Merry 
England, into a mass of wretches fed, and ill-fed, by public charity. 

Big-scale manufacture developed side by side with big-scale farming. 
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The industrial revolution was not, like a political revolution, a sequence 
of events compressed into a fairly short time, but the transformation, slow 
at first but gathering speed between 1760 and 1815, of the whole economic 
system. With the disappearance of the guild system had begun the develop- 
ment of capitalism, or the exploitation of collective labor by a man of 
business. This tendency towards large undertakings was accelerated dur- 
ing the eighteenth century by the increased number of consumers in 
England, and by the opening up of new markets, especially in the Ameri- 
can Colonies, and by mechanical inventions. In the textile industry the 
invention of the mechanical shuttle (1733) increased the productivity of 
the weavers and the demand for thread. Hitherto wool had been spun 
at home by the weaver’s wife and daughters; but now, to meet the in- 
creased requirements of the weavers, Hargreaves, Arkwright, and Cromp- 
ton succeeded in bringing into simultaneous action ten, and then a 
hundred, spindles, controlled by a single workman with the help of piecers. 
Spinning thus became faster in output than weaving, and the invention 
of power-looms met this new need. Then the steam-engine supplanted 
the power supplied by men or water, and coal-mines became the essential 
wealth of the country. France might have been England’s fortunate rival 
in this conquest of markets, but was held back at the critical moment by 
her internal customs system, by lack of coal (in 1845 France was produc- 
ing only five million tons as against England’s thirty-five million), and by 
being deprived of cotton through the Napoleonic wars and the Continental 
blockade. The new cotton industry became exclusively English. In 1784 
England was using four million pounds of cotton, in 1833, three hundred 
million. The substitution of coal for charcoal in ironfounding led to the 
shift of the great English factories from the wooded south to the coal- 
bearing north. 

All these developments in town and country called for improved means 
of transport. Over large parts of England during the eighteenth century 
travel was only possible on horseback. The trouble was that every parish 
was still, as in media:val times, responsible for its own roads, and local 
autonomy, useful enough in its day, was preventing the creation of a 
road system properly conceived by central authority. After 1760 fairly 
good results came from the system of turnpike roads, concessions being 
made to trusts which recovered their expenses by their right to extract 
payment from travelers using them—very much as is done on certain 
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motor roads on the Continent today. But litde real progress in actual road 
construction was made until after 1815. A Scottish engineer, John Mc- 
Adam, conceived the idea of laying a water-resisting surface on roadways, 
and, thanks to him, the speed of the stage-coaches rose from four to seven, 
and then to over ten, miles per hour, although these speeds were exhaust- 
ing to the horses, of which very large numbers were used. In 1831, when 
coaching was at its heyday, about 150,000 horses were employed over some 

3.000 stages. (After the 1830’s, coaching declined as railways began to 
spread.) It was also during the closing years of the eighteenth century 
that the Midlands and the north were threaded by canals intended 
mainly for the transport of coal. Concomitantly grew up the auxiliaries 
of trade — banking and insurance. Edward Lloyd’s coffee-house in Lon- 
don, towards the end of the seventeenth century, was frequented by a 
group of men willing to insure shipowners against maritime risks. The 
institution thus begun came to be the greatest society of underwriters 
in the world; but with the usual English conservatism it retained for 
generations the name of Lloyd’s Coffee House — and is still Lloyd’s. 

The industrial revolution prepared and necessitated a political revolu- 
tion. Liverpool, with 4,000 inhabitants in 1685, had over 40,000 in 1760, 
and was to reach 517,000 in 1891 and 803,000 in 1936. Manchester, from 

6.000 in 1685 rose to 40,000 in 1760, 93,000 in 1801, 505,000 in 1891, and 

800.000 in 1936. The political map of England no longer coincided with 
the map of its population. The north, formerly sparsely populated, Jacobite 
and Catholic, was now swarming with radical miners and mill-workers. 
The growth of large industries created two new classes: the rich manu- 
facturers whose fortune, matching the expansion of new markets, was 
comparable to that of the great landed proprietors and who insisted 
on having their share of influence; and the urban working class, very 
different from the old village craftsmen, more accessible to agitators 
because it was concentrated, and more ready to claim political power 
because it was conscious of its strength. Between these “Two Nations” 
(as Disraeli later named them) the current system of political economy 
raised a doctrinal barrier. 

Every great social change finds its own theorists, who attribute transi- 
tory results to permanent causes. The theorist of the industrial revolution 
was Adam Smith. Inspired by the French physiocrats, this Glasgow 
professor wrote a book. The Wealth of Nations, which became the econo- 
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mists’ Bible for over a century. In it he expounded the doctrines of 
laissez-faire, free competition, and trust in the spontaneous currents of 
economics. In the eyes of Smith and his followers, a benevolent Deity had 
so ordered the world that the free play of natural laws insured the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number. This freedom might possibly cause 
temporary hardships, but a balance would in time be automatically re- 
stored. The theory soothed the consciences of the wealthy by representing 
poverty and unemployment as natural and heaven-sent counterweights. 
This had not been the view of the Middle Ages, which held a closely 
corporative view, nor was it that of the mercantilists of the seventeenth 
century. The latter believed that a State’s prosperity was measured by 
the positive balance of its foreign trade, and that the State should con- 
stantly intervene to protect the trade balance (a doctrine which lost Eng- 
land her American Colonics). But in the nineteenth century these views 
were discredited; economic liberalism triumphed because it accorded with 
the temper of an age of expansion when all new producers were finding 
markets. It became dangerous as soon as the markets of labor, or of pro- 
duction, reached saturation point. Free competition then engendered 
disastrous evils, and England, like the rest of the Western World, was 
to sec the beginnings of a protectionist reaction, holding views of State 
and autarchic authority which would have astounded Frangois Quesnay or 
Adam Smith. 
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The Sentimental Revolution 


“The eighteenth-century mind was a unity, an order; it was finished, and 
it was simple. All literature and art that really belong to the eighteenth 
century are the language of a little society of men and women who moved 
within one set of ideas; who understood each other . . . who lived in com- 
fort, and, above, all, in composure. The classics were their freemasonry.” 
As was shown elsewhere, this description, quite commonly accepted, por- 
trays only the surface of ideas and morals. It is improbable that human 
minds were untroubled by any agonizing problems. Although Gibbon 
and Johnson were authentic figures of the eighteenth century, their deeper 
passions were violent; actually, they strove to justify these passions by 
rational explanations and to give their ideas a classical form. Buts’^the 
intellectual equilibrium sought by the wisest of the aristocracy and 
upper middle classes, as well as by men of letters, could not satisfy the 
much more numerous classes whose economic balance was overturned 
by the agricultural and industrial revolutions; they needed a religious or 
a political faith in order to escape from an intolerable actuality. 

'The Anglican Church itself was too rational to satisfy the ardor or 
anguish of men’s souls. The eighteenth-century theologians tried hard to 
show that reason and religion did not clash. 'Providence willed it that 
Christian morality should be the most certain path of temporal salvation. 
William Paley (1743-1801), so dear to Shelley’s father and to so many 
souls eager for simple soothing certainties, was typical of these optimist 
philopphers who proved the existence of God as by a geometrical theo- 
rem. fThe Church of England at this time became a class Church. Nearly 
all its bishops belonged to aristocratic families, Whig or Tory, and re- 
flected the party in power. The lesser clergy held their livings from the 
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Crown or from the local squirc^ut of 11,000 livings, 5,700 were in the 
hands of patrons, who naturally gave them to men of their own social 
circle and often enough to members of their own family, sons or nephews 
or cousins, ^o take holy orders the Anglican cleric did not need to pass 
through a specifically theological college. An ordinary Oxford or Cam- 
bridge degree sufEced.^heir culture, so far as they had one, was as much 
classical as Christian. They were gentlemen, with the tastes and failings, 
and the virtues, too, of their class. The fox-hunting parson shocked no- 
body. Frequently, he was a justice of the peace and sat on the magistrates* 
bench with his kinsmen. The religious structure of the country thus 
doubled and amplified the political. In both, the main element was formed 
by the landowning class, and the Church of England thus became linked 
with the local authority of the ruling classes, but lost most of its contact 
with the common people. Many wealthy rectors of parishes were not resi- 
dent, and were even pluralists, holding several livings and leaving their 
parochial duties to ill-paid vicars. In 1812, out of 11,000 parish clergy, 
6,000 were non-resident. The vicar himself did his best to live a gentle- 
man’s life and please the squire. 

If the kindly and reasonable religion of eighteenth-century Anglicanism 
harmonized excellently with the more fortunate part of the nation, it 
brought no spiritual nourishment to the town toilers or country laborers, 
soured and perturbed as they were by dire want. The profound changes 
gave rise to a sense of injustice and instability. Wounded and unhappy 
souls starved on logical proofs of an abstract God. In days gone by the 
dissenting or Nonconformist sects had held sway among the populace 
with their more equalitarian teachings. But in the early eighteenth cen- 
tury the older of these denominations — Presbyterians, Independents, and 
Catholics — had themselves grown humdrum. Persecution quickens faith; 
tolerance drugs it. Although there were still laws against the dissenters, 
they were scarcely enforced. “Occasional conformity” was all that was 
needed for them to take part in official activities. The Calvinist doctrine 
of predestination, the stern religion which had so deeply imbued the Scots, 
became attenuated in England, the land of compromise. The country still 
had some violent and convinced Calvinists, but these, being certain that 
they were the Lord’s elect, did not proselytize. 

Possibility lies near to necessity.(i he middle classes and the poor con- 
tained countless souls craving for a more ardent religion, and as neither 
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Anglicans nor dissenters could satisfy their need, a man was bound to 
appear who would give these great masses what they wanted. His name 
was John Weslc^ As a young man at Oxford he had been a latitudinarian, 
regarding faith as a reasoned consent. But such teaching did not fully 
satisfy the fervor of his spirit. Does reason, he wondered, ever cease to 
reason? How shall a man be certain of having at last found truth and 
salvation? Cannot one feel grace? And must not grace be sought with 
more fervor ?[ There was some surprise in Oxford in 1726 when a few 
young men founded a Holy Club, whose members fasted, prayed, visited 
the poor, preached in the open air, and confessed their sins to one aiwthcr. 
Wesley and his friends were ridiculed, and dubbed “Methodists.’^ The 
nickname was to become the name of a Church which today counts 
millions of adherents. In vain did Wesley’s father, a Church of England 
rector, implore his son to renounce these follies and succeed him in his 
parish. John Wesley felt called to a higher mission—that of converting 
a listless world to Christianity. 

r For several years he led a life of intense activity. He first went off with 
his brother to the American Colonies. Vhe narrative of his misfortunes 
gives glimpses of a violent, sensuous natWe. His zeal in converting young 
women had in it somethin^ > of the most genuine religious fervor, and 
something also of physical desire, perhaps unknown to himself. The 
Christians in the Colonies did not like this aggressive religion, with its 
fiercely personal preachers. Wesley had to return to England rebuffed, 
without having yet found his true path. He had gone to America to 
convert the Indians, he said, but who would convert himself? On board 
ship he came into contact for the first time with members of a German 
sect, the Moravian Brotherhood, and fancied he might find amongst 
them what he sought. He went to visit the Moravian communities in 
Germany, but felt their faith to be too genial. Wesley’s soul needed a 
hotter flame. On May 24, 1738, in a moment of illumination, he saw the 
true faith, a living link and not a working of reason. From that day he 
had but one object in life — to bring men into that state of spiritual trance 
and total communion with God. 

Thereafter began a life of preaching. With his friend George^White- 
field, he preached in the fields, in barns, in working-class districts. Wesley 
alone preached 40,000 sermons and traversed 250,000 miles. At first he 
was often received with hostility by the crowds; but soon the news spread 
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of the astonishing conversions which he wrought.(^is physical influence 
was extraordinary. Men and women trembled, swooned, and revived in- 
fused with the Holy Ghost?)Wesley himself, traveling in all weathers and 
with litde sleep, at last tamed an all-too-human temperament by a mode 
of life which would have killed most men. How did he view his mission? 
He would have liked to remain within the Church of England and 
infuse it with new vigor. He believed himself to be completely an An- 
glican, fulfilling his duty rather better than other men. But the rational, 
aristocratic bishops of the time could only eye with scornful annoyance 
these open-air meetings and neurotic crowds. They closed their churches 
to Wesley, and refused to endorse his preaching or to ordain his preachers. 
It was only in the last years that Wesley, despairing of making his peace 
with the Established Church, resigned himself to ordaining his own 
ministers, and so, against his own inclination, founded the dissenting 
sect of Wesleyan Methodists, which, by i 8 io, could already show some 
2;^, 000 adherents. 

f The Methodist influence on the religious life of the English people was 
far-reaching. To thousands of men and women, and to those who most 
intensely needed it, religion once more became a living thing, in an 
almost primitive form. Like the early Puritan-|, these first ^Methodists con- 
demned the tolerant, self-indulgent philosoplty of the age^They helped to 
maintain the Sabbatarian tradition. In opposition to an emotional force 
which threatened their own, they delayed the emancipation of Catholics 
in England. Inside the Church of England, the “evangelical” influence 
permeated the whole of the Low Church party, whose clergy, like Wes- 
ley’s preachers, made their appeal to the common people. The dissenting 
sects were startled by the headway made by the Wesleyans, abandoned 
their traditional Puritan anarchy, and formed church organizations. All 
religion became more emotional. And as this awakening absorbed the 
vital forces of the suffering lower classes, they were less tempted by revo- 
lutionary doctrines than the populace of the Continent. Want and inequal- 
ity were accepted, for a time at least, as scourges of divine origin, to be 
counterbalanced by inner happiness and salvation. At the close of the 
eighteenth century the aristocratic and upper classes in England may 
have been cynical, dissolute, and often atheistic, but the common people 
j:,evered the Holy Bible. 

{ The revolution in sentiment, however, was not only religious. In Eng- 
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land'ae-^ft-FfafWC, the eighteenth century began with the cultivation of 
a refined but artificial civilization, and then, discovering the complexity 
of man and the power of sentiment, craved for a return to nature. Whilst 
Fielding observed human beings as a great classic novelist, Richardson, 
lihriteaft^cau, strove to depict their anxieties and passions. Goldsmith, and 
then Sterne, made fashionable a gentle, calm sensibility, “a constant 
tremolo,” a new humanitarianism. Scott, rather later, gave his readers 
an escape into the past. Urbane verse was succeeded by a personal, mysti- 
cal poetry. Cowper, Wordsworth, Blake, and Coleridge prepared and 
proclaimed romanticism.JThey were already romantics, as there were no 
definite boundaries between these aspects of the age, and Dr. Johnson was 
still a young man when Richardson published Pamela, ^he outbreak of 
the French Revolution shocked political philosophers like Burke, but it 
deeply moved some of the greatest of England’s poets. Shelley defended 
its principles/Vnd when Byron learned of Wellington’s victory at Water- 
loo, he wrote, “Well, I am damned sorry for it.” The youth of both coun- 
tries craved a sort of rejuvenation. The youth of France remolded a 
whole society by their deeds and Europe by their wars, and this trans- 
formation in a world of fact allowed them to dispense with literary forms 
of escape. In England, on the other hand, the young felt the oppression 
of a society whose framework had been tightened up by the dread of 
Jacobinism. They fled into the world of fancy: fled also in fact, and Italy 
became a rallying-ground for the great rebels of English romandcism. 
Chesterton pointed out that the close of the eighteenth century, which in 
revolutionary France produced the classical paintings of Boilly and David, 
was in England the period of Blake’s transcendental visions, that Coleridge 
and Keats would certainly have shocked Danton, and that if the Com- 
mittee of Public Safety had not beheaded Shelley as an aristocrat, they 
would have locked him up as a lunatic. No period gives a better idea of 
the “compensatory” character of artistic activity. One of these two coun- 
tries made a political, the other an aesthetic, revolution. 

' The various revolutions of the eighteenth century, industrial, political, 
and sentimental, are reflected in the mirror of the English language. Be- 
tween 1700 and 1750, according to Pearsall Smith, there emerged the 
words “banking,” “bankruptcy,” “bulls and bears”; after 1750, “consols,” 
“finance,” “bonus,” “capitalist.” The word “ministry” dates from Queen 
Anne, “budget” from George II, From the French Revolution England 
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acquired such words as ‘‘aristocrat,” “democrat,” “royalism,” “terrorism,” 
“conscription,” “guillotine.” The “London season,” the “club,” the “maga- 
zine,” the “Press” are eighteenth-century words. “Interesting” first appears 
in its present sense in Sterne’s “Sentimental Journey” (1768), almost si- 
multaneously with “boring.” The vocabulary thus shows man becoming 
more aware of his own emotions; and this applies likewise to the word 
“sentimental” itself, which came to birth in England in the middle of the 
centuryJto be adopted immediately by the French, together with the 
mood tnat it indicated. 



Chapter X 


Conclusion 


There are many resemblances between England and France in the eight- 
eenth century. In both countries a cynical freedom of morals was blended 
with a cult of sensibility. But the temperaments of both peoples, molded 
by climate and history, remained profoundly dilTerent. It would be hard 
to imagine, in the France of the 1760’s, a figure like Dr. Johnson, a vigor- 
ously reactionary Tory, proclaiming his love of hierarchies and hatred of 
liberty, and yet being the friend of Burke, sitting down with Wilkes, and 
admiring Fox. The Protestant Puritan, a rare and uninfluential type in 
France, is still one of the most important elements in the composition of 
England. His religion colors the ideas of all classes, even of those which 
in other countries are the least religious. Compare the life of an Adrienne 
Lecouvreur or a Sophie Arnould with that of a Mrs. Siddons, a great 
actress who was virtuous, respected, and always rather solemn. If England 
seemed to have turned cynical under Charles II and in the intoxication 
of the Restoration, her evangelistic side resumed its sway in the time of 
the Regent, notwithstanding the extravagances of a few dandies. It is 
curious to observe in the dying Byron the symbolic triumph of an heredi- 
tary Calvinism, rooted deep in the soul, over a quite intellectual synicism. 

Three important characteristics of the period between the Revolution of 
1688 and the battle of Waterloo may be noted. First: the change from 
monarchic rule, under which Parliament had only a legislative part, to an 
oligarchic Government in which Parliament, contrary to Montesquieu’s 
belief, was also the source of executive power. That change took place 
because of the invention (or rather, the spontaneous engendering) of a 
Cabinet responsible to both Houses, which made possible the peaceful 
alternation of parties in power. Second; the struggle with France, aimed 
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primarily at preventing a Continental hegemony inimical to England, 
whether controlled by Louis XIV or by Napoleon, aiming also at secur- 
ing for England the mastery of the seas, and resulting indirectly in the 
almost unintentional formation of a new colonial empire. Third: the 
agricultural and industrial revolution within the country, which by at 
once ruining the small landholders and accumulating a huge wage- 
earning class in the towns, made a political revolution inevitable. As Pol- 
lard has pointed out, every economic regime has a corresponding political 
one. The pastoral economy produces a family or tribal form of govern- 
ment; a primitive agricultural economy implies a feudal system, as the 
scattered tillers of the soil require protection; the age of merchants is the 
age of plutocracy, and the age of industry, during the nineteenth century 
at least, was to be that of democracy. 

Power in eighteenth-century England had belonged to a mixed class, 
consisting of the aristocracy descended from a defunct feudalism and of 
a new plutocracy. This class itself had split into the two great parties. In 
1800 or thereabouts, out of the 658 members of the House of Commons, 
487 were virtually nominated by that class. As we saw, this system of 
governance was accepted because those who wielded power kept in con- 
tact with the rural classes, because local institutions to some extent miti- 
gated its injustices, and because this privileged order was open to talent, 
or at least to success. The system, highly unjust though it became, had the 
advantage of making the authority of Parliament accepted by the ruling 
class. And if Parliament, even when it became democratized during the 
nineteenth century, never had to face hostile prejudice from the ruling 
class, this was because during the eighteenth century they had become 
used to regarding Parliament as their own preserve. That is one reason, 
perhaps the most important, for the success in England of the Parlia- 
mentary system, which elsewhere failed for lack of such roots. But this 
aristocratic monopoly could not hope to survive when the industrial revo- 
lution, by massing the workers in the towns, compressed within narrow 
limits immense forces which had to find an open safety-valve, and if not, 
would have blown up the existing system. The House of Commons 
squires had neither life nor ideas in common with the workmen of Leeds 
or Birmingham. What could “the parish,” in its true sense, mean to a 
slum-dweller.^ The population of England had doubled in sixty years, 
and the younger generations who peopled the great towns about 1815 had 
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never known that rural life which created and explained the country’s 
constitution. It was only natural that these generations should grow res- 
tive, irritable, and insistent on reform. 

These feelings were all the more keenly felt because the fears roused 
by the French Revolution were making the aristocracy less inclined to 
compromise. The militant, contagious aspects of the Revolution awakened 
resentment in England which was slow to die down. The wars which it 
provoked upset the normal development of the country. The towns were 
growing up at a time when the Government’s absorption let the principle 
of hygiene in their building go by default. Every period of change and 
invention at first involves much distress, but this intolerable misery of 
the poor could have been in great measure avoided, especially in the 
country districts. Discontent ran high. The monarchy itself lost prestige. 
Even on the morrow of the victories of 1814 the Regent was hooted in the 
London streets. But national loyalty upheld the Tories against “Boney”; 
and after Waterloo the peace gave freedom to men’s consciences and the 
pent-up grievances of five-and-twenty years broke out into open dis- 
turbances. 

The Government was powerless to resist popular pressure. True, it 
had the greatest navy in the world, but a navy cannot maintain domestic 
order. After the war the army was largely disbanded, and what remained 
was quite insufficient to occupy a whole country. The yeomanry were un- 
responsive, and the voluntary constables declined to be sworn in. The 
magistrates were thus disarmed. But England, it will be seen, nevertheless 
escaped the vain and bloody shocks of revolution and reaction. She owed 
this immunity to three forces: firstly, the power of opinion, which through 
the Press, the jury system, and the workers’ associations, imposed the 
necessary reforms on an oligarchic Parliament; secondly, the existence in 
the Whig party (thanks to the enduring influence of Charles James Fox) 
of a liberal element proud enough of the privileges of birth to hold politi- 
cal privileges of less account; and thirdly, the currents of evangelism, 
which made for a gentler morality and diverted men’s passions into other 
courses. The independence of the judiciary, the lofty liberalism of the 
Whigs, and a measure of Christian charity, all helped the country to 
traverse the most difficult tract in its history without civil warfare. 
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Boo\ VII 

FROM ARISTOCRACY TO DEMOCRACY 



Chapter I 


A Post-War Age 


A LONG war, even i£ victorious, is naturally followed after the brief relaxa- 
tion of triumph by a period of discontent and confusion. A people which 
has made great sacrifices for victory expects great rewards. But, almost 
inevitably, the upsetting of the artificial equilibrium attained during war 
brings about an economic crisis which speedily becomes political in 
character. The years i8i6 to 1821 were dark ones in England. After the 
peace, prices fell. Wheat, which had gone as high as 120 shillings per 
quarter, dropped to under 60 shillings. The fall meant ruin to farmers 
who had supposed these high prices to be everlasting and tied themselves 
by onerous leases; and of these there were great numbers, only a tenth of 
the land belonging to small landowners since the time of the inclosures. 
Squires and farmers called out for reduced taxation. The Chancellor of 
the Exchequer had to drop the income tax and fall back on loans. When a 
bad harvest suddenly sent wheat up to 103 shillings, it was the turn of the 
working class to protest. The manufacturers accused the Government of 
forcing them to raise wages by a policy of “dear bread.” In factories and 
manor-houses alike, prosperity was dead. There were no more military 
orders. It had been supposed that the production of the new machinery 
would be absorbed by the Continent, but the Continent, worn out by 
years of war, refused English goods. Quarter-of-a-million demobilized sol- 
diers were vainly seeking work. As always happens in a period of rapid 
and many-sided invention, machinery was robbing men of their employ- 
ment. The infuriated handweavers smashed the mechanical looms, and 
sometimes even fired the factories. Want and unemployment forced the 
poor-rate up from five to nine million pounds sterling. Were these the 
boons of a long-awaited peace? 
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The interests of manufactory and manor-house seemed to be contra- 
dictory; but when popular agitation became violent, when the ricks 
blazed up after the mills, landowners and manufacturers were reconciled 
by alarm. Not being electors, the work-people in the towns and the la- 
borers in the countryside were becoming rioters. None of their defenders 
had any chance of being elected to Parliament. Only freeholders having 
land of forty shillings value voted in the counties, and the list of parlia- 
mentary boroughs had not been revised since Tudor times, so that large 
towns of recent growth remained without representation. In such a plight, 
on whom could the townsmen count? Hardly on the King. Since i 8 io 
the aged George III had been blind and insane. True, his madness, by 
making him the most constitutional of monarchs, had at last made him 
unreservedly popular. But in practice the throne was occupied by his son, 
the Prince Regent (later George IV), for whom the English had little or 
no respect. Prince George was neither bad nor foolish; he patronized the 
arts, appreciated Jane Austen, upheld Byron and Scott, made Sheridan 
one of his best friends, sat for Lawrence, and sent ;^200 to Beethoven. 
He was to some extent responsible for the planning of Regent Street and 
Regent’s Park; he rebuilt Buckingham Palace, and restored Windsor 
Castle. His polished manners made him, if not “the First Gentleman of 
Europe,” at any rate the prince among his own dandies. But he was selfish 
and petty, and in an age of prudent virtue his debauchery made him un- 
popular. Having secretly married the Catholic Mrs. Fitzherbert before 
his official marriage with Caroline of Brunswick, from whom he separated 
after a year to return to his morganatic spouse, he deceived two wives; 
not even through bigamy could he escape libertinism. Failing the inter- 
cession of a sovereign, could the people have intrusted their cause to 
Ministers? A Tory Cabinet was in power, hostile to reform, of whom it 
might have been said, as of Metternich, that if they had been present at 
the creation of the world, they would have beseeched God to preserve 
Chaos. And what of the Opposition? The great Whig Lords had not yet 
made alliance with the reformers. There remained only rebellion, the 
oldest and most undeniable right of Englishmen, a weapon all the more 
formidable as England had no great police system, and as the rapid 
growth of the cities had not allowed the local authorities to acquire expe- 
rience of the mob. When Chateaubriand spoke to the Prime Minister, 
Lord Liverpool, about the solidity of English institutions, the latter re- 
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plied: “What solidity is there with these huge towns? One serious rising 
in London, and all is lost,** 

Towards rebellion the people were being pushed by several radical 
groups. Some, like Henry Hunt, advised them to claim universal suffrage; 
others, like Sir Francis Burdett and Major Cartwright, to demand a vote 
for every payer of direct taxes. William Cobbett, a man of yeoman birth 
who had been made a radical by his observation of the sorry lot of the 
English peasantry since the inclosures, published a small journal, strongly 
reformist, the Political Register, written in admirably pungent style. 
There grew up various “Hampden Clubs,” and, in imitation of the 
methods which had served Wesley so well, the country was traversed 
by numerous political preachers. Their meetings, together with the vio- 
lence of the machine-wreckers and the symptoms of similar destructive 
outbursts, startled the Ministry. The French Revolution was not yet a 
thing of the distant past. When the propertied classes beheld Henry Hunt 
at his meetings, preceded by one man bearing a Phrygian cap on a pike 
and another upholding the green-blue-and-red banner of the future British 
Republic, they trembled. Fear is always cruel: the rebellious workmen and 
rustics went to the gallows or to Botany Bay. 

How was order to be maintained in the towns? In many counties the 
justices of the peace fell back on the soldiery. The Horse-guards were 
sent out into the country districts; and blood flowed more than once. The 
most serious of these massacres was that near Manchester in 1819, when 
the troops fired on the crowd, leaving eleven dead and numerous 
wounded. From the place of meeting, St. Peter’s Square, the Govern- 
ment’s victory was ironically known as “Peterloo.” After this it was de- 
cided by Lord Sidmouth’s famous Six Acts, to prohibit any assembly 
aiming at exercises of military character, to give justices of the peace the 
right to seize weapons dangerous to public safety and arrest their holders, 
and to circumscribe the freedom of public meeting and of the press. A 
plot to assassinate Ministers, the so-called Cato Street Conspiracy, fos- 
tered by government police spies, brought matters to a violent head in 
both camps. The wealthy called for military rule and counted on the 
Duke of Wellington; the poor openly prepared for revolution. Five years 
after victory, England seemed to be on the brink of civil war. 

She was saved by two unforeseeable circumstances — a scandal, and an 
economic recovery. The latter came, as usual, just when the economists 
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despaired of it and were suggesting the most drastic remedies, including 
inflation. The scandal broke out when old George III died and was suc- 
ceeded by the Regent with the title of George IV. His wife Caroline, who 
had for a long time been leading a rather shady life abroad, suddenly 
made up her mind, from vanity and in hatred of her husband, that she 
would be crowned Queen at his coronation. Legally she was within her 
rights; morally she was far from queenly. The King, highly vulnerable 
himself, would have been wise to avoid any moral debate. But in his 
determination to hold off Caroline, he showed such obstinacy and clumsi- 
ness that his Ministers sometimes wondered whether he had not inherited 
his father’s madness with his crown. He even went so far as to engage 
in divorce proceedings before the House of Lords, undertaking to expose 
the Queen’s dissolute life. London forgot electoral reforms to savor this 
indecency. The populace had sided with the Queen, and cheered her in 
the street. The testimony against her hardly affected her, as it came mostly 
from foreign servants. This infatuation, however, was short-lived, and 
the Queen herself died in 1821, to the vast relief of her husband. 

Thanks to this diversion, tempers were cooled a little. The intransigent 
Tories had given way before some younger men in their ranks who 
wished to bring their party back into the reforming tradition of Pitt. 
Amongst these newcomers Robert Peel, Huskisson, and Canning were 
prominent. Peel, the son of a Lancashire manufacturer, owner of one of 
the largest seven fortunes in England, had been brought up, like Pitt 
before him, to be Prime Minister. At the age of five his father lifted him 
on to a table and made him recite speeches; at twenty-one he was found 
a seat in the House of Commons; at twenty-three, he was a Secretary 
of State. Worthy of respect and winning respect, he was the arbiter be- 
tween the advanced wing of the party, with such men as Canning, and 
the resisting wing, grouped round Wellington. As Home Secretary Peel 
did excellent work. In particular, he abolished the death penalty for nu- 
merous crimes and offenses which did not deserve so ruthless a punish- 
ment. The incredible severity of the laws, excusable in times when a weak 
government had everything to fear from lawlessness, had become useless 
and shocking in an age of abler administration and gentler manners. 
Children especially had hitherto been treated by justice with a cruelty as 
offensive as it was unavailing. Peel reformed all this. Huskisson meanwhile 
was giving relief to the manufacturers by suppressing the protective tariffs 
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on raw materials, wool and silk; he would gladly have abolished the duty 
on corn likewise, but in this he clashed with the numerous and vigilant 
country gentlemen of his party. Finally, Canning, who took charge of the 
Foreign Office after the suicide of Castlcreagh in 1822, pursued a “liberar* 
policy from within a Tory Ministry. (That was a new word, brought into 
currency by the Spanish revolution of 1823, when the partisans of abso- 
lute monarchy were called the “scrvilcs,” and their adversaries the “lib- 
erales.”) The Tories had shown some apprehension in intrusting this 
high office to Canning, something of a political adventurer who had often 
betrayed and mocked them; but he had genius, and that was what the 
party lacked. 

The position of Castlcreagh after the downfall of Napoleon had been 
difficult. The Continental sovereigns, perturbed by the phenomenon in 
so many European countries of an insurgent younger generation, consist- 
ing of half -pay subalterns, students with Byronic tendencies, and romantic 
conspirators, had built up the Holy Alliance to ward off a counter-attack 
by the French Revolution. Although England formed part of the vic- 
torious alliance, her interests were different, her fears less acute. She had 
been obliged to pledge herself, along with Austria, Prussia, and Russia, 
to resume hostilities against France if the latter restored Bonaparte or 
committed an aggression against her neighbors. But Castlcreagh was 
reluctant to become a policeman for the European counter-revolution. 
He sought to oppose the despotic tendencies of his allies, and did not 
always succeed. Even Canning, when France was intrusted by the Holy 
Alliance with the throttling of revolution in Spain, had to let things take 
their course, having no army for a new Peninsular expedition. But such 
is the effect of reputations that Castlcreagh was deemed reactionary by the 
public and his liberal actions were overlooked, whereas the conservative 
concessions of a Canning, supposedly a liberal, were forgotten. Yet Can- 
ning’s hatred of the Holy Alliance was due not to its reactionary character, 
but to the fact that it was not English. If “England” were substituted for 
“Alliance,” he declared, the keynote of his policy was clear. 

If he failed, for lack of armed force, to protect the revolution in Madrid, 
he took his revenge when the Spanish colonies in South America declared 
their independence. Once war goes overseas, maritime supremacy makes 
victory certain. It was to the British fleet as much as to the moral support 
of President Monroe, that the South American republics owed their sal- 
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vsition. This episode made Canning extremely popular. It was one of those 
lucky cases where the commercial interests of the City coincided with 
the sentimental sympathies of the British public. Since the days of Drake 
and Elizabeth, the London merchants had chafed at their exclusion from 
one of the world’s finest markets. The Peninsular War and the European 
blockade under Napoleon had enabled them to make a breach in the 
walls. The Minister who opened the markets wide, whilst defending the 
cause of liberty, satisfied both Whig doctrinaires and Lancashire cotton- 
spinners. Only old Tories like Wellington blamed him, the men who 
feared demagogy abroad as much as at home. And when Canning in 
1827, despite the wrath of the Holy Alliance, gave recognition to the 
Greek rebels attacked by Egyptians and Turks, this Tory Ministry became 
the prime favorite of the liberal elements in every land. And when, after 
Liverpool’s resignation through illness, he formed a Ministry in which 
Wellington and Peel declined to serve, it was the Whigs, along with 
some of his personal friends, who upheld him. But after attaining power 
in February, 1827, Canning died of dysentery in August, without having 
been able to show his full stature. 

His death caused a bewildering situation. Since 1815, whenever an 
English sovereign found himself in a quandary, he thought of “the Duke.” 
The victor of Waterloo was venerated in the Tory camp, whilst the Op- 
position, after long fearing that Wellington wished to set up a military 
dictatorship, came to see that, like most great soldiers, he held civil war in 
horror, and that in Parliament he was an honest, clumsy, not very danger- 
ous adversary. The Duke feared all the fashionable reforms as much as 
the King did — Catholic emancipation, extension of the franchise, free 
trade. His ideal would have been to change nothing. But his political cam- 
paigns consisted only of retreats. As he always gave way in the end, rather 
than engage in battle, he became, despite himself, the best ally of liberal- 
ism. It was under his Ministry that Admiral Codrington, fulfilling old 
instructions from Canning without asking for new ones, destroyed the 
Turkish fleet at Navarino, although the Duke, in this matter, was favor- 
ably disposed to the Turks, Again, it was the Duke who accepted the 
abrogation of the Test and Corporations Acts, exempting dissenters from 
communion according to the Anglican rite as a condition of holding mu- 
nicipal or State offices. And he likewise it was who, having begun with 
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the emancipation of dissenters, was brought face to face 'vnth the graver 
question of Catholic emancipation. 

The right of Catholics to vote and sit in Parliament had been promised 
to the Irish at the time of the Act of Union (1800). Only the opposition 
of King George III, who made it a point of conscience, had prevented the 
promise from being kept. Thereupon the Irish had founded a league, 
raised funds, and chosen an eloquent leader in Daniel O’Connell. They 
were certainly within their rights. In England itself the younger men 
of both parties, tired of what seemed to be outworn quarrels, favored 
emancipation. But the Catholics had foes within the Cabinet, amongst 
whom was Peel, a member for the highly Anglican University of Oxford. 
For several years Ireland breathed the air of civil war; the Catholic Asso- 
ciation and the Protestant squires of the northeast were at daggers drawn. 
In despite of the law, O’Connell was elected in a Parliamentary contest, 
and the sheriff did not dare to declare either him or his opponent a duly 
elected member. Wellington grasped the danger of this situation. He was 
not personally hostile to Catholics; civil warfare seemed to him even 
more undesirable than change; he advised the King to give way, and in 
the end, though with difficulty, convinced him. Finally the Duke’s pres- 
tige overcame all resistance within his own camp, and once again he 
carried out a victorious retreat. Catholic emancipation was passed in 1829. 
After some delay O’Connell was able to sit at Westminster, and in the 
House of Lords the Duke of Norfolk and other Catholic peers resumed 
their long-lost seats. The only remaining religious inequality in England 
was that affecting the Jews, The first bill dealing with them was laid 
before Parliament in 1830, and in i860 they obtained full rights as Brit- 
ish citizens. The first Jewish peer — ^not converted to Christianity — was 
Lord Rothschild (1886). After Catholic emancipation the Duke found 
himself being blamed by his friends and praised by his foes: a man greater 
than Csesar, as the Tory Edinburgh Review said, who did not destroy in 
peace what he had saved in war. 



Chapter II 


The Reform Bill 


King George IV died in June, 1830, and the First Gentleman of Europe 
left no regrets. The Duke, in charge of the obsequies, found round the 
King’s neck a medallion miniature of Mrs. Fitzherbert and ordered this 
to be buried with him. George was succeeded by his brother, the Duke of 
Clarence, who reigned as William IV, an elderly and fairly popular man, 
with a long and honorable service in the navy behind him. He showed 
himself irresolute and not very intelligent, but impartial, and as a constitu- 
tional sovereign very sound. That year 1830 was one of revolutions in Eu- 
rope. Charles X of France was supplanted by Louis-Philippe after the July 
rising. Belgium blazed up in protest against the union with Holland im- 
posed on her by the treaties of 1815, and would gladly have accepted union 
with France, or at least a French sovereign, the Duke of Nemours. But 
England had made up her mind never again to allow a great European 
power to be installed in Flanders. To avoid war, Louis-Philippe agreed 
that the new kingdom should be given by the Powers to Leopold of 
Coburg (the son-in-law of George IV and then of Louis-Philippe), a wise 
and active monarch. 

In 1830, also, revolutionary agitation pervaded Spain, Italy, and even 
England, where a new peasants’ revolt took place in the southern coun- 
ties. The rural laborers claimed a minimum wage of fourteen shillings, 
which was just; but they did so collectively, which brought them within 
grasp of the Riot Act. They broke up threshing-machines, held a few 
hated landowners to ransom for a few pounds, called on the clergy to 
renounce part of their tithes, damaged some workhouses, but hurt nobody. 
After their suppression, three were hanged and four hundred sent to 
transportation. Many of these died of despair. But the insurrection showed 
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up the real weakness of aristocratic rule. To most moderate minds among 
the middle classes it was clear that electoral reform was a necessity. 

After the overturning of the Wellington-Peel Ministry, an old Whig 
leader, Lord Grey, long a supporter of reformist projects, consented to 
emerge from the rural retirement where he brought up his eleven chil- 
dren, and formed a coalition Government, of Whigs and friends of Can- 
ning. A general election was held. True to family traditions, the Whigs 
had chosen to ally themselves with the reforming Radicals and the mid- 
dle-class Nonconformists, which made them a party of popular interests. 
When a footman in Holland House opened the door and announced, 
“Mr. Macaulay,” the nineteenth century, said Chesterton, took the decisive 
turn. In the opposite camp the Duke found weakened support from the 
Tories, who were resentful of his moderation. He had been loved for his 
shortcomings; now his virtues were held up against him. Notwithstanding 
their “rotten” boroughs, the Tories lost their majority. In the counties, 
where freedom of voting was greater, sixty out of eighty-two members 
were Whigs. For fifty years the Tories had been ruling the country; and 
the formation of a new team was a great political event. Devonshire 
House and Holland House came into their own again. The less perspi- 
cacious Whigs imagined that the great days of the eighteenth century and 
the “Venetian” government were come again. In their first Ministry ten 
holders of office were peers, with only four commoners. The great Whigs 
may have chosen to join hands with revolution, but they certainly seemed 
anxious to make the revolution a family affair. 

Immediately Lord Grey let it be known that the first aim of his Gov- 
ernment would be a measure of electoral reform. Indispensable as this 
obviously was, it was more or less certain that the project would meet 
with violent opposition. The holders of “rotten” boroughs were resolved 
to protect their threatened seats, and could count on the support of the 
House of Lords. The middle classes in the towns, on the other hand, 
favored reform — ^thc merchants, bankers, and people of independent 
means, who felt it anomalous and humiliating to have no vote whereas, 
in certain country towns, every owner of a small house had full citizen- 
ship, and in others even stones and mortar had their voice. The Reform 
movement, between 1830 and 1832, was a middle-class movement, aiming 
at victory by lawful methods. The first bill, put forward by Lord John 
Russell, had a majority of only one vote in the Commons — ^not enough to 
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force so important a measure on the Lords. In agreement with the King, 
Lord Grey decided to dissolve Parliament and hold an election. 

He returned to power with a Whig majority of 136. The country felt 
that Reform was as good as gained, and rejoiced accordingly. In all 
classes of the population men were expecting wonders from a suffrage 
law. The middle classes hoped thereby to give platonic satisfactions to 
the common people, whose turbulence had been alarming them for quite 
fifteen years. As to the extent of the reforms, employers and employed 
would not have seen eye to eye; but regarding the need, their agreement 
was wonderful. It is difficult to bring men together for constructive 
action, but easy enough to league them against a minority. In the early 
nineteenth century the owners of the “rotten” boroughs — three or four 
score families in all — fulfilled the role which a century later was to be 
held by industrial magnates and international financiers. Sydney Smith 
satirized the sentiment: “All young ladies imagine they will be instantly 
married. Schoolboys believe that currant tarts must ultimately come down 
in price; the corporal and sergeant are sure of double pay; bad poets will 
expect a demand for their epics; fools will be disappointed, as they always 
are. 

The Tories had supposed that the Whigs, men of their own class, 
would put forward mild projects of Reform. When Lord John Russell’s 
bill appeared, they were stupefied and outraged. Here were the Whigs, 
formerly so exclusive, deliberately playing into the hands of the middle 
classes. Boroughs having fewer than two thousand inhabitants were 
abolished; towns with a population of between two and four thousand 
were to lose one out of every two representatives; and the 144 seats thus 
left open were to be shared amongst the more important towns. London 
gained ten seats; Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and Newcastle 
each obtained two members. Broadly speaking, the distribution of seats 
favored the industrial north at the expense of the rural south. It was ob- 
vious that this new balance of representative power would involve the 
suppression of the duties on corn. In the towns, the vote was given to all 
occupiers of houses having an annual value of £,10 or over, and in the 
counties, to owners and tenants on a correspondingly wide basis. In fact, 
the bill would create an electorate of lower middle-class townsmen and 
of small farmers. Factory workers and agricultural laborers were still 
unrepresented. The Whigs declined to enforce a secret ballot, as open 
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methods of voting maintained the squire’s political control over his 
farming tenants. 

The Lords inclined to tolerate Reform in some attenuated shape, but 
were infuriated by this electoral revolution. In October, 1831, they threw 
out the bill. Then, faced by popular agitation, and with the country 
ringing to cries of: “The bill! The whole billl Nothing but the bill!’* 
they passed it in part, but not integrally. The clauses for the abolition of 
“rotten” boroughs were cut out. Lord Grey, being in a minority in the 
Upper Chamber, resigned. But when the Duke, who for all their dis- 
appointments, was still the supreme hope of the Tories, tried to form a 
Government, the country rose. The tocsin was sounded from church 
towers, and work stopped in factories. At Bristol the town hall was 
burned and the bishop’s palace pillaged. Lord Stanley, the most brilliant 
of the younger Whigs, jumped onto a table and declared that if the Lords 
stood fast. His Majesty could put coronets on the heads of a whole com- 
pany of his Guards. The walls were plastered with posters calling upon 
Englishmen to withdraw their money from the Bank and so check the 
Duke, The Bank of England was the only institution held in greater 
respect than the Duke. The rebellion of depositors overwhelmed that of 
the great landlords. Wellington, as usual, avoided civil war. And when 
the King, who already saw himself taking the road to exile, if not to the 
scaffold, again summoned Lord Grey, the latter consented to take office 
only if the King gave him a written promise to create, if necessary, as 
many peers as would secure the passage of the Reform Bill. The Duke 
and his friends abstained from attending the debates, and on June 4, 
1832, in a half-empty House, the Bill was at last passed into law by 
106 votes to 27. The new act was certainly far from being what is nowa- 
days termed a democratic measure. By granting a few members to the 
industrial centers it certainly diminished to some extent the influence of 
the rural aristocracy. But it gave the suffrage to a larger number of 
farmers dependent on that aristocracy. The Whigs had served their party 
interest without seriously endangering their class interest. 

This electoral reform, desired by the masses and dreaded by the ruling 
classes, produced neither the hoped-for miracle nor the predicted disaster. 
With the battle fought and won, the agitation subsided. The new 
electorate proved reasonable, and even, to the chagrin of the Radicals, 
conservative. The traditional families remained in power. When the 
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Chartist agitation between 1835 and 1841, by means of giant petitions, 
meetings, and processions, sought to revive enthusiasm for a more rev- 
olutionary program (universal suffrage, secret ballots, equality between 
constituencies, annual Parliaments and payment of members), the cam- 
paign met with some success amongst the working class, who until 
1850 remained unreconciled and regretted their thwarted revolution. But 
the middle classes sided against the Chartists; and when the agitators 
had recourse to rioting, when soldiers had to drive off a crowd armed 
with sickles which tried to seize the town hall at Newport, they re- 
mained loyal to the Government. In the north, the most dangerous region, 
the troops were fortunately commanded by an excellent general, Sir 
Charles Napier, who combined firmness with humanity. Thanks to him, 
an almost inevitable massacre was averted. And when the Chartists in 
1848 threatened to imitate the February revolution of that year in France, 
200,000 citizens enrolled as voluntary constables to maintain order. The 
nineteenth-century Englishman remained more law-abiding than ever, 
and as capable as his ancestors of spontaneous organization. Speaking 
of the Newport revolt to Lord Stanhope, the Duke, whose common 
sense, like Walpole’s, often amounted to genius, remarked that there 
was one thing which should always be borne in mind about England — 
that when Englishmen know they are wrong and acting contrary to 
law, they become alarmed and run away. In France, he said, things were 
different: how else could it be explained that thirty men, at Newport, 
routed six thousand.? 

For many years after 1832 the membership of the House of Commons 
changed little in character; but although men were slow to recognize it, 
the constitution had in fact been profoundly modified. Henceforward the 
last word in politics was with the electorate, and Ministries came and 
went, not to the orders of Parliamentary managers, but to those of the 
county and borough voters. And at once the Whigs and their new manu- 
facturing friends had to proffer some reforms to the people who had ex- 
pected so much from them. The most important, but most imperfect, was 
that of the Poor Law. In Elizabethan times, as we have seen, the acts of 
1597 and 1601 had distinguished between willful idleness, that of incorrigi- 
ble rogues and vagabonds, and the plight of those hapless men who were 
incapable of earning their living through reasons independent of their 
own will — ^indigence, old age, insanity, sickness; and we have seen also 
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how, during the eighteenth century, the inept Speenhamland system, by 
supplementing wages according to a fixed scale, inevitably reduced nearly 
all agricultural workers to pauperdom, ruined the small farmer, and 
raised local rates. At the time of the Reform Act, the condition of the 
poor in town and country was appalling. Disraeli and Dickens depicted 
these “Two Nations” in their novels— the nation of the rich and the na- 
tion of the poor, living side by side, each heedless of the other. The rural 
laborer’s cottage was often a mere hovel, round which ran children in 
rags and tatters. These villagers just contrived to keep body and soul 
together by eking out their wretched pittance with poaching and alms. 
The happy race of yeomen, who numbered a full million in 1688, had 
almost vanished. Lord Grey’s Government appointed a commission of 
inquiry, under the guidance of Nassau Senior and Edwin Chadwick, 
both men with questionable but firm preconceptions on the problem. 

Senior believed that the best way to abolish poverty was never to help 
the poor. With serene, unwitting cruelty, he argued that if the poor 
know that they must either work or starve, they will work; if young 
men know that they will be helpless in their old age, they will save; if 
older men know that they need their children, they will take pains to 
secure their affection. Wherefore, no help should be given except to those 
who really have no family or means of existence. There must be no 
partial aid: all or nothing. For such as are old enough or strong enough 
to work— the workhouse. And lest the workhouse become a favored 
haven, it was important, argued Senior, to make life therein less desirable 
than the life of the most hapless of independent workpeople. Consider- 
ing what was then the lot of these, it seems almost impossible to evolve 
anything more wretched. But this cruel program was put into operation, 
and the workhouse became “the Bastille of the Poor,” a loathed and 
dreaded place. In 1838 there were 48,000 children under sixteen living in 
workhouses, too often in company with adults of the basest type, and 
even with half-witted creatures. After the passing of the Poor Law Ad- 
ministration Act (1834), the number of poor receiving parish aid was 
greatly diminished; expenditure fell from seven million pounds in 1831 to 
four and a half million in 1836. The commissioners were filled with 
pride in their achievement, but without justification. The result was 
actually due to the horror inspired by the workhouses and to the growth 
of industry. In any case, was such a result in itself a mark of progress ? 
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However that may have been, the suffering inflicted on innocent people 
in the name of sound economic principles was unpardonable. 

Amongst other Whig reforms, two should be noted. Firsdy, there was 
the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835, which replaced the old-fashioned 
system by more democratically constituted municipal bodies elected by 
all payers of local taxation. This applied only to towns, and country 
districts remained under the administrative authority of the justices 
of the peace until a later act, in 1888, set up the County Councils. 
tS? municipal corporations, with State aid, gradually came to ad- 
minister means of transport, schools, and the supply of light and water. 
Secondly, there was the abolition of slavery in British colonial pos- 
sessions. The history of this reform began in 1772, when Lord Mans- 
field laid it down in a judgment that the Common Law did not recognize 
the status of slave, which at one stroke freed some fifteen thousand 
negroes brought by their owners into the British Isles. It was more diffi- 
cult to secure the abolition of the trade in slaves, which had been the 
basis of the fortune of ports like Bristol and Liverpool, and without 
which Nelson himself maintained that the British mercantile fleet could 
not live. It is to the honor of Parliament that, despite the pressure of 
the interests at stake. Bishop Wilberforce and Charles James Fox, with 
a powerful tide of Quaker and Methodist opinion behind them, and aided 
also by Pitt, managed to secure the prohibition of this traffic in 1807, at 
a time when the crisis of the Napoleonic wars was at its height. There 
remained the slaves in the British colonies, and on this point the. West 
Indian planters continued the struggle with desperate obstirfac^ spemf 
ing vast fortunes on the purchase of “rotten” boroughs. The anti-slavery 
movement thus became a political issue, as it was linked with electoral 
reform; and it became also a religious question, as the planters were perse- 
cuting the missionaries who taught the negroes that all races of men 
were equal before Christ. Upheld by liberal and Nonconformist forces, 
the reform was finally vo^d in 1833, and was welcomed by the dissenting 
churches as a great victory, jftn indemnity of twenty million pounds was 
granted to the planters^^iut the production of sugar fell by onc-third, 
that of coffee by half, and for a long time the islands were ruined. 

Lord Grey resigned in 1834, partly because O’Connell and his group of 
Irish members made his life intolerable, but chiefly because there could 
be no enduring union between the moderate Whigs and the Radical 
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Nonconformists who had made up the victorious coalition of 1832. His 
place was taken, after a short interregnum under Peel, by Lord Mel- 
bourne, a Whig of the old school. Husband of Byron’s too-famous Lady 
Caroline Lamb, he was through her allied to Devonshire House. A witty 
skeptic of eighteenth-century temper, he governed with something of 
Walpole’s unobtrusiveness a country still perturbed by the backwash of 
the Reform agitation. Enthusiasm, a bad counselor, makes, nevertheless, 
a good partisan. Like most skeptics, Melbourne did little harm, but 
he enfeebled his party. Under his rule the English electors ceased to 
regard the Whigs as “advanced.” The great event of his Ministry was 
the death of King William and the accession of the young Queen 
Victoria, who was to reign from 1837 until 1901. She was welcomed by 
the English people, whom she saved from her uncle, the Duke of Cum- 
berland, the very unpopular brother of King William. For more than 
half a century her reign would make loyalty a chivalrous duty. But the 
accession of a Queen had another happy result. The Kingdom of Han- 
over was not transmissable through the female line; it was inherited 
by the Duke of Cumberland, and so the country was freed at once from 
a hated prince and from a symbiosis which compromised Britain in 
European affairs. England had long ago broken with spiritual interna- 
tionalism; she now cut free from the dynastic community of Europe. The 
young Queen was quick to show a tenacious will of her own, which 
amounted even to obstinacy. At first Melbourne had grounds for hoping 
that he would convert her to easy-going gayety; but when she married 
her cousin, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg, she learned from him the 
professional sense of sovereignty and that respect for the domestic virtues 
which in years to come saved the British monarchy. In a kingdom which 
had to defend its institutions against republican ideas, and had also to 
adapt itself to the liking of the industrial middle classes, the absolutism 
of Ae Stuarts and the dissoluteness of the Hanoverians could not have 
saved the Crown. In England as in Belgium, the Coburgs made monarchy 
worthy of respect. It was under Queen Victoria that Englishmen came 
to regard the family life of the sovereign as something bound up with 
their own private family lives. The influence of Prince Albert s stiff 
morality, and the strictness of Court life, influenced the whole tone of 
English life as deeply, and at least as widely, as Wesley had done in an 
earlier age. 
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The Whigs had told the people that Parliamentary reform would end 
all their ills. The people had forced reform on the Lords, and the ills 
were worse than ever. The people were grumbling, and the Whigs 
tottering. The Tories had both weapons and leaders capable of depriving 
the Whigs of the favors of the new electorate. As the Duke nowadays 
preferred popularity to power, party leadership had passed into the 
hands of Sir Robert Peel, who dropped the label of Tory and styled 
himself Conservative, a name better contrived to attract the middle 
classes. They were bound to like Sir Robert, a man closer to factory and 
shop than to manor or cottage. Alongside Peel, though opposed to him 
on occasion, a so-called “popular” Conservatism had its representatives 
within the party, in the small "Young England'* group, whose spokesmen 
were an orator of genius, Benjamin Disraeli, son of a Jewish man of 
letters but baptized in the Anglican Church as a child, and Lord John 
Manners, son of the Duke of Rutland. Disraeli and his friends turned 
back to the doctrines of Bolingbrokc regarding the traditional constitu- 
tion of England. They condemned a doctrine which, instead of main- 
taining a natural hierarchy of classes involving rights and duties equally, 
allowed the automatic laws of economics to control the relations of 
employers and workers. They urged that salvation lay in a return to a 
society built up like that of the Middle Ages, wherein every man, be he 
lord or peasant, knew his place and accepted it. According to Disraeli 
and his associates, the role of a Conservative party was at once to save 
such elements of the past as still had vitality in them, and to prepare the 
future by a policy of gcncro^ty. 

John Bull smiled at Young England. This clique of young gentlemen 
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in white waistcoats, claiming to persuade the working classes into feudal 
ideas, seemed an oddity. The professional politicians had no faith in it. 
The theories of Bentham, Malthus, Ricardo, Cobden, and James Mill 
were then accepted as articles of faith. All, or nearly all, serious people 
believed with the utilitarians that human societies strove to achieve the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number, and could attain this only by 
allowing free play to the personal interest of the individual. The clash 
of interests would bring about, not a perfect justice, but the nearest 
possible approach to perfection. Any State intervention should, there- 
fore, be avoided. The slightest restriction or competition was deemed 
heretical. Prices should be fixed automatically by the law of supply and 
demand; the profits of business men and the wages of workmen were 
automatically adjusted to their proper level by competition. Wages rose, 
according to Cobden, when two masters sought one workman, and fell 
when two workmen sought one master. The wage-earner could control 
wages only by deliberately restricting the population. What was true of 
individuals was true also of States. The rule of buying as cheap, and 
selling as dear, as possible, which every business man applied in his 
private life, was also the best rule for the trade of a whole nation. Customs 
barriers always distorted the laws of supply and demand. Actuated by the 
highest motives, men like Richard Cobden, manufacturer and statesman, 
the prophet of the Manchester School, strove to persuade the English 
people that their distress was caused by trade restrictions and protec- 
tionist duties, and in particular by the Corn Laws. 

The anti-protectionist campaign was one of the first in England to be 
waged by those weapons of propaganda — in newspapers and speaking 
tours — which were to transform political life during the nineteenth 
century. In public meetings the orators of the Anti-Corn Law Association 
displayed three loaves, different in size but costing the same in three 
countries— France, Russia, England. England’s loaf was the smallest, and 
Englishmen were therefore being cheated. These demonstrations were 
particularly successful with manufacturers like those in Lancashire, who 
imported both their cotton and their corn. On the other hand, they alarmed 
the agricultural interests. “Abolish the duty on wheat,” repeated the farm- 
ers and squires, “and you will kill English farming.’* “That matters litde 
to us,” retorted the Manchester School. “If other countries arc in a position 
to produce corn more cheaply than we can, let them plow and reap for 
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us, and we shall spin and weave for them. All trade must be a cycle. 
We cannot sell if we do not buy. To bar our shores against imports 
would mean the end of our exports.” 

The Conservative party, consisting largely of country gentlemen, was 
bound to be hostile to Free Trade and favorable towards maintaining 
the duties on corn. But Sir Robert Peel, its leader, showed dangerous 
sympathies with the opposing doctrine. He was a man of good faith, high 
intellectual courage, great administrative and financial skill, but domineer- 
ing and not in close contact with the House. In 1842 he attacked the 
tariff, and reduced the number of dutiable articles from 1,200 to 750. To 
make up for the losses thus caused in the Budget, he instituted an income 
tax of sevenpence in the pound on incomes above ;^i50. In 1845 he 
further reduced the customs list to 450 heads. He was moving towards 
Free Trade by leaps and bounds. These successive reductions had aston- 
ishing effects. Not only were the State revenues undiminished, but they 
were actually increased by the augmented volume of trade and by the 
taxable profits. Peel was thus emboldened. But he had not yet ventured 
to touch agriculture, the citadel of his party. Disraeli had twitted the 
Prime Minister on his conversion to Free Trade: “The right honourable 
gentleman,” he said of Peel, “caught the Whigs bathing and walked 
away with their clothes.” The House laughed and cheered. In 1845 and 
1846 Ireland was twice in succession stricken by a failure of the potato 
crop. Before long Peel was using the word “famine,” because half of 
that over-populous island lived mainly on potatoes. A shortage of corn 
in England prevented help of that kind being sent to Ireland, and so the 
only solution, he said, was to abolish the duty on corn and at last authorize 
the free import of foodstuffs into Great Britain. 

This abruptness and panic came as a surprise. Lord Stanley, the most 
influential member of the Cabinet after Peel, confessed that he could 
no longer understand his leader : nothing certain would be known about 
the harvest for two months yet; the admission of foreign grain would not 
feed the Irish, who had not a penny to pay for it; and Peel was proposing 
to maintain moderate rates of duty for three years, whereas in three years’ 
time the famine would be a thing of the past. But Peel’s decision came 
from instinct rather than argument. What the Tories called treason was 
in his view simply a pious conversion. The Queen and Prince Albert, 
Free Traders both, kept telling him that he was saving the country. 
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Against him a group of Conservative Protectionists took form within 
his own party, the attack being led by two men of widely different 
character, Lord George Bentinck and Benjamin Disraeli. Nobody would 
have imagined that this young Jew, known only as a brilliantly sarcastic 
orator, would become the leader of the country gentlemen and overturn 
the all-powerful Sir Robert Peel. But so it befell. In a series of dazzling 
philippics, rich in imagery, Disraeli denounced the Prime Minister’s 
“treason.” The abolition of the Corn Laws was passed because, for that 
division in the House, the Whig and Free Trade opposition voted with 
Peel’s supporters; but the same night saw the defeat of Peel by an alliance 
of ungrateful Free Traders and vengeful Protectionists. 

For twenty years this split was to keep the Conservative party out of 
power, except for short intervals. Peel’s friends never became reconciled 
with the men who had overturned their leader. Peel himself died as the 
result of a riding mishap in 1850. The leading Peelites, and in particular 
the most conspicuous of them, William Ewart Gladstone, allied them- 
selves with the Whigs and Liberals. The Conservatives were now headed 
by Lord Stanley (later Lord Derby), a great landowner of intelligence 
and culture, and devoid of personal ambition, and by Disraeli, who, not- 
withstanding his genius, was not for a long time accepted by his party 
as their leader, but ultimately secured their merited confidence. The gov- 
ernment of the country was carried on by Lord John Russell, then by 
Lord Aberdeen and Lord Palmerston at the head of Whig and Peelite 
coalitions. Meanwhile, Free Trade and Protection had ceased, with sur- 
prising suddenness, to be controversial politics. The abolition of the 
Corn Laws had not ruined agriculture, as Disraeli and his friends 
had prophesied it would. For many years longer England imported only 
about a quarter of the grain she used. In spite of inevitable times of dif- 
ficulty, the years between 1850 and 1875 were a period of great general 
prosperity, due to the increasing population, the development of railways, 
and the furnishing of the Empire overseas. Farmers shared in the profits, 
and ceased to complain. Protection, said Disraeli, was not only dead but 
damned. His political heir, at the close of the century, discovered that it 
was only in Purgatory. Meanwhile Gladstone, who had become the great 
financier of the Whigs, transformed the fiscal system by a series of budgets 
which were held in high repute because they coincided with years of 
plenty. Abolishing nearly all import duties, his action had by i860 re- 
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duccd the 1,200 dutiable commodities to a mere 48. He simplified taxa- 
tion, retaining only the income tax, land tax, and, among duties, those 
on tea, coffee, wine, beer, and spirits. Between 1825 and 1870 the per 
capita taxation dropped from ^29.3 to 1.18.5 Vz- 

Post hoc, ergo propter hoc: the adoption of Free Trade principles had 
coincided with England’s enrichment, and now economic liberty became 
an article of English faith. But the swift development of industry had 
produced grave abuses. It could not be expected that a House of Com- 
mons which was little more than a club of gentlemen-farmers, fully 
occupied with the wars against Napoleon, could have imposed strict and 
sound regulations on the factories and towns during the years of their 
growth. But the outcome was a disgrace to a rich and free country. 
The Irish famine had discharged into Liverpool alone over 100,000 starving 
people whose advent only intensified the squalor of the slums. When 
Engels visited Manchester in 1844, he found 350,000 workpeople crowded 
in dank and dirty little houses, breathing a sodden, dust-laden air. In the 
mines half-naked women were employed as mere beasts of burden, and 
children spent their days in the darkness of a pit-gallery, opening and 
shutting air-vents. In the lace industry infants of four years old were 
employed. True, these evils were not universal, and perhaps the writers 
of the time depicted the worst examples; but their exaggeration was 
useful in rousing public opinion. 

Despite the laissez-faire prejudice. Parliament at last intervened. A 
Factory Act of 1819 had controlled the employment of children under 
nine years of age, who at the beginning of the century had worked as 
much as fifteen or sixteen hours daily in the cotton-mills. An act of 1833 
limited the employment of workers under eighteen, and set up the first 
factory inspectors. In 1847 the hours of work for women were limited to 
ten, and this soon brought a corresponding modification for men. The 
textile industry in 1850 adopted the Saturday half-holiday (a system 
widely known abroad as the “English week”), and this transformed the 
life of the English workman by enabling him to indulge his interest in 
sport on Saturday afternoons. The campaign for limiting hours of work 
had been directed by Lord Ashley (later Lord Shaftesbury); and in 1842, 
after the publication of a report which inspired shame and disgust in 
the public conscience, he also pushed through legislation to prevent the 
employment of women and children under nine in the mines. By these 
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more humane laws, by the general prosperity in which they shared, and 
also by the attraction of the Nonconformist chapel, large numbers of 
English workmen were diverted from movements of a revolutionary 
character. It was in England that the cooperative societies and trade 
unions for bettering conditions were brought to birth. The trade unions 
had existed since the eighteenth century, but they were not strictly legal. 
They became so in 1824. One of the most conspicuous was the Amal- 
gamated Society of Engineers, founded in 1851, and counting 30,000 
members in 1865, at once a trade union in the strict sense and a mutual- 
benefit society. Its first head, William Allen, was the typical trade-unionist 
of the Victorian period. 

The administration of the new laws touching factories, mines and 
sanitation, and Peel’s creation of a regular police force in 1829, neces- 
sitated the growth of that central bureaucracy which England, a country 
of local government, had previously lacked. In 1815 Home Office had 
only eighteen officials. With the Post Office, the railways, factory inspec- 
tion, the number of officials rose to 16,000 in 1853. The question of the 
recruitment of the Civil Service is never an easy one to solve in a democ- 
racy. If posts are at the disposal of politicians to reward their partisans, no 
Government can keep a steady control over its servants. In America the 
“spoils” system, which upsets the whole administration of the country 
after every election, and in France the abuse of political recommendation, 
are examples of dangerous error. One reason for the success of England 
during the nineteenth century was the creation of an excellent Civil 
Service, non-political in character and taking no direct part in politics. 
During the first half of the century the regime of political influence 
throve. The old Whigs held on to the gift of place as one of the attributes 
of power, and when an open system of examination was laid down as 
essential for the Civil Service, this new-fangled idea shocked them pro- 
foundly. They were soon to realize that it gave good results. Civil 
Servants showed themselves loyal executives for every successive Govern- 
ment, whatever its party color, and by keeping scrupulously aloof from 
partisan disputes insured the continuity of national traditions. 
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Chapter IV 


Palmerston's Foreign Policy 


England, as we have seen, was no willing partner in the European 
Alliance, and English opinion approved Canning only where he combined 
the defense of oppressed nations with that of British interests. After 
Canning, the great Foreign Secretary for twenty years, was Lord Palmer- 
ston, who was not a Whig, but had supported the Reform movement and 
so quarreled with the Tories. To foreign affairs Palmerston brought in- 
telligence, a strain of gayety, a very definite view of England’s duties in 
the world, and an obstinacy which endeared him to his fcllow-English- 
men. Since 1815 no real danger had threatened the country. At sea no 
power could vie with England; on land there were still certain sensitive 
spots where tradition and prudence called for a close watch. England 
wanted an independent Belgium, had succeeded in creating one, and was 
resolved to protect it. She did not wish to see a French prince on the 
throne of Spain, and although Palmerston could not prevent the Duke 
of Montpensier’s Spanish marriage, the downfall of King Louis-Philippe 
soon freed him from anxiety in this respect. Finally, public opinion in 
England favored the cause of peoples struggling for liberty, and Palmer- 
ston accordingly sided with the Hungarians and the Italians, and sup- 
ported the Sicilians against the King of Naples, and the Sardinians against 
Austria. In any international discussion Lord Palmerston’s usual argu- 
ment was the British fleet. He thus annoyed the Court, which he em- 
broiled with other Courts, perturbed the peace-loving, who feared that 
this bluff might one day lead to war, but delighted the average English- 
man, who beheld his flag honored without fighting, listened rapturously 
to Palmerston’s speeches on the theme ''civis romanus sum'" and honestly 
believed himself a defender of right when the Foreign Secretary sent an 
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ultimatum to Greece to protect a certain Don Pacifico, who was not even 
English, and another to China in defense of merchants whom he refrained 
from disclosing to be opium-traffickers. But when Palmerston allowed 
himself to approve the coup d’hat of Napoleon III in 1852, without con- 
sulting the Queen or the Cabinet, he was obliged to hand over his port- 
folio to Lord John Russell. The incident, however, only increased his 
popularity, and not long afterwards he himself became Prime Minister. 

The fact remains that Palmerston's masterful policy did not involve 
Britain in any hostilities, whereas the vacillations of Lord Aberdeen pro- 
duced the Crimean War. The famous Eastern Question was primarily 
the question of Turkey. Many European statesmen in the mid-nineteenth 
century believed that the Ottoman Empire in Europe could not survive 
much longer. “We have a sick man on our hands,” said the Tsar to the 
British ambassador, “and we must not let him disappear without settling 
the succession.” The Tsar’s idea of the settlement was that he himself 
should take the Balkan provinces, whilst he offered Egypt and Crete 
to Britain. If Britain and Russia could agree in this matter, he said, it 
mattered little what anybody else thought or did. But Britain desired the 
convalescence of the sick man more than his inheritance, and viewed 
with anxiety the growing strength of Russia, an Asiatic power formidable 
to India, an autocratic power hostile to liberal nations. France, on her side, 
had recurrent quarrels with the Tsar concerning the Holy Places, of 
which both countries claimed to be protectors. The storm broke when the 
Tsar demanded that the Sultan should intrust him with the protection 
of all Christians in the Levant. The British ambassador in Constantinople, 
Stratford Canning, joined France in encouraging the Sultan to resist 
this. British foreign policy became strangely confused. Lord Aberdeen, the 
Prime Minister, wanted peace; the Foreign Office wanted peace; the 
ambassador in Constantinople may have wanted a diplomatic victory; 
public opinion, ruffled by the Tsar’s arrogance, wanted war. For the first 
time an attitude was imposed on the Foreign Office by an emotional 
campaign in the country. This was one consequence of a widened 
suffrage and the freedom of the Press. On March 27, 1854, France and 
England declared war on Russia, who had invaded Turkish provinces. 
French and British ships sailed up the Bosphorus and forced the Russian 
fleet to take refuge in Sebastopol. 

Public opinion had the war it clamored for. Was public opinion right? 
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Admittedly the Tsar could not be allowed to slice up the Ottoman 
Empire to suit himself, but he might perhaps have been prevented by a 
more dexterous diplomacy. It was a paradoxical success— the triumph of 
sentimental liberalism making England the ally of one “despot” — Na- 
poleon III — to support another despot — the Sultan. British campaigns had 
generally opened with a spectacular lack of foresight, and the Crimean 
war was the most brilliant of these exhibitions. The medical and commis- 
sariate services were so far beneath requirements that, in a war employing 
only small numbers of troops in the field, twenty-five thousand British 
soldiers died whilst the country spent, in vain, seventy million pounds. 
Fortunately the new power of the Press stirred up public opinion. A 
great journalist, William Russell of The Times, followed the campaign 
as a war correspondent and described the sufferings of the troops. Lord 
Aberdeen, attacked by every party, had to resign, and his place was taken 
by Lord Palmerston, who had the good fortune to come on to the stage 
when circumstances were at last turning in the Allies’ favor. After a 
lengthy siege Sebastopol was taken (1855). Napoleon III, already recon- 
ciled with Russia, was anxious for peace in order to pursue his other great 
projects, and especially to further the unity of Italy. Lord Palmerston 
would have liked to bring Russia to her knees and force her away from 
the shores of the Black Sea. Had his views prevailed, the war might have 
lasted for many a long year, and for very remote and ambiguous objects. 
But already a volatile public opinion was wavering, and beginning to 
wonder whether it had not backed the wrong horse. 

In 1856 the Treaty of Paris was signed, known to the malcontents as 
the “Capitulation of Paris.” “We made a peace, but not peace” said 
Clarendon. It was decided that the Ottoman Empire would be left 
intact, and that Russia should no longer be entitled to have a fleet in the 
Black Sea. The Sultan promised certain reforms, and to show more 
benevolence towards his Christian subjects; and a whole generation of 
Englishmen believed that the “sick man of Europe” had been made a 
better man. Disillusion was at hand: the check to the Tsar’s European 
ambitions resulted in his turning towards Asia, which implied danger to 
India, and the Sultan’s conflicts with his Balkan provinces were to cause 
disturbance in Europe for over half-a-century. 

The most important decision reached by the Congress of Paris was 
the adoption of new international regulations concerning the freedom 
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of the seas in time of war. Four essential principles were laid down: the 
right of pursuit was held to be abolished; the flag of a vessel covered 
its cargo, except as regards contraband of war; neutral merchandise could 
be seized only if carried under an enemy flag; blockade, to be obligatory, 
had to be effective. These safeguards for neutral commerce in wartime 
contained the seeds of grave incidents, even of future wars. One remote 
and unforeseen consequence of the Crimean War, in England, was 
women’s suffrage. At the time when the medical services were in a state 
of collapse in Russia, the only person who proved capable of reorganiz- 
ing them was a woman, Florence Nightingale; and this brought into 
currency entirely new ideas of the education of women and of their place 
in society, which paved the way for the women’s suffrage movement. 

During the Crimean War, Napoleon III had been insistent that the 
Sardinians should be authorized to join the Allies. The romantic strain 
in the Emperor of the French had been attracted by the idea of national- 
ism. He was eager to help the Italians to liberate themselves from 
Austria, and to make the House of Savoy, which ruled over both Sar- 
dinia and Piedmont, the pillar of the new Italy. Palmerston and English 
opinion favored the idea, but the Court was suspicious of the Emperor. 
Prince Albert kept saying that Napoleon was a conspirator, and that this 
was the key to all his actions. In 1859 Napoleon III embarked on his 
Italian campaign. Anxious though he was to liberate Italy, he neverthe- 
less wished to keep that country divided so as to make his own power 
felt there, and in particular he wished to preserve the temporal sovereignty 
of the Pope. Palmerston and his Foreign Secretary, Russell, forced Na- 
poleon’s hand and lent their support to the Sicilian expedition of Gari- 
baldi, thus facilitating the total attainment of Italian unity. The aim of 
this policy was threefold: to satisfy liberal and Protestant opinion, to 
insure the friendship and gratitude of the new Italy (Anglo-Italian 
friendship was to last unbroken from i860 until 1935), and to prevent 
France from acquiring too much authority beyond the Alps. Palmerston 
had been alarmed by the annexation to France, after a plebiscite, of 
Nice and Savoy; and he took pleasure in beating Napoleon III with 
weapons of his own forging. 

When the Southern States of America, in i860, declared their intention 
of secession from the Union, England was in two minds about this 
grave issue. A certain number of Radicals and dissenters sided with the 
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anti-slavery campaign w^aged by the Northern States, but London’s 
fashionable 'world, the small aristocratic clique which controlled British 
policy, was wholeheartedly in favor of the South. There indeed manners 
were more agreeable and accents more refined; thence, also, came the 
cotton which England urgently required. When Abraham Lincoln de- 
clared that the aim of the war was not the abolition of slavery, but the 
maintenance of the Union, British sentiment ceased to conflict with 
prejudices in favor of the South. If the Southern States only wanted their 
freedom, did not the principles of nationalism call for this being granted } 
In i86i and 1862, with Lancashire stricken by a veritable cotton famine, 
Palmerston’s Government was on the point of recognizing Southern 
independence. Only the decisive victories of the Northern armies in 1863 
prevented this rash step. But the attitude of the English newspapers had 
deeply wounded the Northerners, whose annoyance almost brought open 
war when the British Government authorized the building in England of 
ships supposedly for mercantile purposes; several disguised warships, 
such as the Alabama^ were put in the service of the Confederates and 
wrought havoc in the Northerners’ trade. After the victory of the Union 
side, England was forced to renew her friendship with America by pay- 
ment of large sums as reparation for the heavy damage done by the 
Alabama, For many years this episode poisoned the relations of the two 
countries; in the course of the next fifty years, moreover, North America 
received a flood of Slav, Latin, and Irish immigration, and ceased to be 
a predominantly Anglo-Saxon community, becoming the great .melting- 
pot of races that it continued to be until the war of 1914. 

“I am setting an example which probably, in a very short time, Prussia 
will be glad to imitate,” Cavour had said to the Court of Berlin; and 
Berlin did not gainsay him. The danger of the policy of nationalities lay 
in its liability to be constantly calling in question the map of Europe, 
and in its tendency to rouse sentimental sympathies which expressed 
themselves more vehemently tlian effectively. The Poles had rebelled 
against Russian oppression in 1863. British opinion warmly supported 
them. Napoleon III, approving the principle of nationality, supported 
Britain, who sent the Tsar a peremptory note. The Tsar replied in a 
tone of haughty sarcasm. Everybody expected war. When the British 
Government admitted that a momentary error had led it along a mistaken 
path for three or four months, and that it never intended to go beyond 
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an exchange of notes, Napoleon found himself in a very false position. 
And the most obvious results of this high-minded agitation were, first, 
that the Russian Minister, Gortchakoff, who had been responsible for the 
insurrection and its brutal suppression and, until Russell’s intervention, 
was on the point of being disgraced by his Emperor, suddenly became 
the most powerful and popular statesman in Russia; and second, that 
the squares of Warsaw were strewn with dead and wounded. Such, said 
Disraeli, were the results of a policy which was neither fish nor flesh 
nor fowl. 

A few months later the Germans threatened to invade Denmark, and 
(of course in the name of the principles of nationality) to rob it of the 
Duchies of Schleswig and Holstein. Lord Palmerston vehemently declared 
in Parliament that if Danish independence were threatened, the attackers 
would find that it was not with Denmark alone that they would have to 
measure their strength. Reading this speech, the Danes took great com- 
fort and assumed a bold front. Once again the whole of Europe believed 
that England would intervene with armed force; once again public 
opinion, in the goodness of its heart, was encouraging the Government 
to side with a small State bullied by a stronger State. Palmerston asked 
Napoleon III for the support of the French army, but the Emperor had 
been abandoned by Britain in the Polish affair, and was now distrustful. 
While Britain and France played this inopportune game, the Germans 
marched into Denmark. Hopefully the Danes turned to Lord Palmerston: 
had not he said that Prussia would not have to reckon with Denmark 
alone But at the eleventh hour public opinion discovered the perils of 
intervention. The Cabinet met and decided against war. What could be 
said to the Danes? It was explained to them that Lord Palmerston had 
spoken without consulting the Cabinet, and therefore had not pledged 
the Cabinet. In 1864 Schleswig and Holstein were annexed by Prussia. 
A new Power, strong and exacting, was arising in Europe, and secretly 
aspiring to hegemony. Prussia, in the years that followed, was helped by 
the uncertainties of British policy, which, deriving at once from the 
masterful imperialism of Pitt, from the aggressive liberalism of Canning 
and Palmerston, and also from the pacifism of the Cobdenites, wavered 
dangerously for half a century between contradictory positions. 
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Victorian England 


At no stage in human history did scientific invention so rapidly alter 
manners, ideas, and even landscapes as in the first part of the nineteenth 
century. The scientific method, the method of Francis Bacon, had sud- 
denly produced effects which the Englishman of Bacon’s day would have 
deemed miraculous. Man seemed to have mastered Nature. Steam was 
replacing the strength of men’s arms, of animals, of the wind. In 1812 a 
steamboat puffed its way up the Clyde; in 1819, the first steamship crossed 
the Atlantic; in 1852 the Agamemnon^ the first armor-plated screw-driven 
warship, was launched. In 1821 Stephenson built his first locomotive 
engine; in 1830 the Duke of Wellington opened the railway between 
Manchester and Liverpool; in 1838 Prince Albert, having come from 
Windsor to London by rail, asked the driver at the end of the journey 
kindly not to go so fast next time. The boldest minds were impressed 
by the vastness of the railway stations and the busy districts growing up 
round them. Companies had been formed to exploit the invention; men 
from every walk of life — retired officers, merchants, schoolmasters — were 
becoming directors of railway companies. In 1842 a boom began, and 
shares and salaries went soaring up. Punch displayed the locomotivc- 
juggernaut “Speculation” running over its worshipers; and it did in 
fact crush them, for in 1847 the total value of railway shares dropped, as 
vertically as it had soared, by over seventy million pounds. Speculation 
in shares, which had been only a transitory sickness in the eighteenth 
century, was now becoming a regular occupation; in many large enter- 
prises, the joint-stock company (foreshadowed by the older colonial com- 
panies) was supplanting the individual and responsible master. 

About the same time the penny post gave an impetus to the writing 
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habit among new classes. The newspapers, costing less since the stamp 
duty was lowered by the Whigs from fivepence to one penny, increased 
their circulations. From 1837 onwards, towns and continents were 
brought nearer by the telegraph. The planet shrank, as it was said, to the 
dimensions of an English warehouse. Like a spider in the center of the 
world’s commerce, England threw a vast web of cables round the globe. 
Because she lived in peace, because she had the largest fleet and the richest 
coal-mines, because her prosperous and free middle class was ready to 
make the most of new inventions, she grew richer more quickly than any 
other people. In 1830, at a time of economic crisis, the historian Macaulay 
had chanted a hymn of triumph and announced that in 1930 these same 
islands would sec a doubled population enjoying a doubled wealth. Rash 
though the prophecy seemed, it was certainly outstripped by fact. 

The Victorian era in England, like the age of Louis-Philippe across the 
Channel, was the reign of the middle classes. Enriched by the applica- 
tion of scientific discovery, they might at that time have assumed power 
by force, had it not been that the Whigs surrendered the aristocratic 
citadel to them without a blow. As Elie Halevy has written: “the political 
masterpiece of England in the nineteenth century was the perpetuation 
of the tradition of aristocratic parliamentarianism. But on what condition 
was this feat carried out? On condition of continual adaptation of that 
policy to the needs of a society in course of industrial and democratic 
conversion.” The alliance of the Whigs and the middle classes had deep 
and lasting effects on England’s moral standards. Many of the wealthy 
men who formed the new industrial oligarchy sprang from Nonconformist 
stock. Even those among them who no longer held the faith of the 
Puritans retained a Puritan austerity, and this blend of moral strictness 
with commercial success was not fortuitous. Temperance, Sabbath ob- 
servance, the strict observance of the marriage bond, were virtues with 
worldly as well as heavenly rewards. Religion, indeed, proved frequently 
to be a direct occasion and secret of worldly success : Thomas Cook, who 
founded the famous travel agency, was a Baptist missionary who began 
by organizing excursions for temperance meetings and Sunday schools; 
the Cadbury and Fry families were Quakers and built the most prosperous 
and beneficent chocolate- works, cocoa being a powerful ally of preach- 
ing in the struggle against “strong drink.” In deference to their politi- 
cal allies the Whigs abandoned their cynicism, and, outwardly at least, 
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their pleasures. The aristocracy, Bagehot noted in 1867, lived in terror 
of the middle classes, the grocer and shopkeeper. By 1850 a correspon- 
dence like that of Byron with Lady Melbourne would have been al- 
most inconceivable. Together with Free Trade and electoral Reform, 
the Whigs, reluctantly no doubt, had added Virtue to their program. 

The Queen herself, wedded to the prudish Albert, had been trans- 
formed. Her Court had become serious and domestic. “This damned 
morality will end by spoiling everything,” grumbled Melbourne. But 
Melbourne belonged to a vanished epoch, and Gladstone, prosperous 
and pious, solemn and domestic, was a better emblem of the reign. Novels 
and plays took on a tone suitable for a youthful Queen, a virtuous wife 
and mother, and contained nothing to bring a blush to the cheek of the 
young. Punch was extolled as a paper ht for family reading. Vice and 
crime were banned from literature, unless veiled with sentimentality or 
humor. The monarchy, the aristocracy, and literature had realized that, 
in this new world, excesses of frivolity or sincerity would endanger their 
privileges. To impress the mass with a sense of their safe respectability, 
the ruling classes assumed, if not always the reality (which would have 
been beyond human nature), at least the conventions and semblance of 
respectability. And to a great many these appearances became habits. 
Reading Gosse’s Father and Son, one observes how closely the temper 
of certain Victorians approximated to that of Cromwell’s “saints.” The 
blend of solemnity, reserve, and strength which was characteristic of that 
age reappeared in the black frock-coats and high collars and ties of the 
men, as it did in the legendary black silk gowns and bonnets of Queen 
Victoria. 

And whilst the Whigs, in this alliance, sacrificed their free-living ways, 
the bourgeoisie abandoned their radicalism. The Victorian middle class 
professed an essentially conservative form of snobbery, accepting the 
structure of aristocratic society, and respecting that framework all the 
more as it offered chances for outsiders to take their place inside it. 
Every middle-class person liked to know people of title, and if he denied 
this, it was not to be believed. For a long time the servility of the new 
electorate nullified the effects of electoral Reform. Cobden declared that, 
day by day, feudalism was resuming its place in both political and social 
life. Bagehot analyzed this peculiar deference: strange as it might appear, 
he said, there were nations where the ignorant majority desired to be 
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ruled by the competent minority, and abdicated in favor of their superiors, 
and England was a typically deferential nation. About 1850 it did indeed 
appear as if the people were consenting to leave the privilege of the 
vote, not even to the few and fortunate, but to the middle classes, and 
that these classes themselves preferred to be represented by professional 
aristocrats. Middle-class people seemed to regard themselves as spectators 
enjoying the spectacle of a sumptuous life presented to them by excellent 
actors on a superb stage. Thus the great English families still preserved 
for many years longer their noble parks, their almost royal state, their 
Wren or Inigo Jones mansions, without having to face any vehement 
opposition. At Chatsworth, at Belvoir, at Woburn, the dukes held court. 
In June, 1832, on the morrow of the Reform Act, Disraeli had written 
that the reign of the dukes, which had seemed eternal, had collapsed. He 
was soon to learn that the dukes whom he thus buried were still in good 
health, and was himself seeking alliance with them. 

This upper-class life, widely tolerated and fabulously rich, is all the 
more astonishing because the lot of the poor was then so deplorable. The 
fine English breed of the eighteenth century, comfortable, vigorous, full- 
blooded, well-nurtured from its own fields, had been succeeded by a 
pallid, urban proletariat. Mortality in the working-class quarters of the 
large towns was appalling. In the East End of London it was double what 
it was in the West End. At Bath the normal lifetime of a gentleman was 
fifty-five years, of a workman, twenty-five. G. M. Young has depicted 
the squalor and dirt in which thousands of families then lived: the drink- 
ing-water polluted by ordure, the pestilential courtyards where even 
grass would not grow, the cellars, sometimes flooded with stagnant water, 
where ten or twelve people slept. Rural England, indeed, was not alto- 
gether dead. In 1861 the proportion of urban to rural population was as 
five to four; not until 1881 did the town population become double that 
of the country district. But the rural population itself did not recover 
its equilibrium. The farm worker was henceforth better off on the great 
estates, where “the dukes” built sound cottages, than on small properties 
which, except in periods of high prices, were hard put to it to make 
both ends meet. As for the urban workers, their lot grew slowly better 
throughout the long reign of Victoria. The worst period was at the begin- 
ning of the century. Until Peel’s time, the people’s foodstuffs were ex- 
pensive. Free Trade lowered the cost of living, and in the early *5o’s 
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wages began to rise. Wages in 1865 were 20 or 25 per cent higher than 
in 1845; prices had risen, but bread, for instance, was barely 12 per cent 
dearer. The purchasing power of the working-people had increased; and 
cooperative societies and savings-banks helped them to tide over hard 
times. It is noteworthy that from 1850 onwards they abandoned direct 
action; and like the middle class in general, the English workman adopted 
the hope that machinery and scientific discoveries would bring in a new 
Golden Age. 

And so progress became the faith of all the Victorians, rich and poor. 
Science filled them with a religious awe. The Middle Ages had seen the 
universe solely as the outcome of the free will of God; the eighteenth 
century had tried to reconcile a system of rational laws with a reasonable 
faith; in the nineteenth century many scientists believed they were ob- 
serving an entirely mechanical world. Lyell’s Principles of Geology and 
Darwin’s Origin of Species shattered the Biblical theories and gave their 
contemporaries the illusion of having discovered, from the evolution of 
living creatures, laws as exact as those of the material world. Philosophy 
itself became materialist. Herbert Spencer, a man of simple and fallacious 
mind, was as universal as Comte, but as summary as Comte was brilliant; 
gifted, as it has been said, with an extraordinary faculty of building gen- 
eral ideas round insignificant facts, he conquered not only the British 
public, but the average reader all the world over, with a philosophy of 
evolution applied to all the sciences, not to mention morality and politics. 
This era of universality, of faith in scientific and material progress, of 
pacifism and industry, found its perfect expression in the Great Exhibi- 
tion of 1851, organized by Prince Albert with truly German solemnity 
and thoroughness. The vast size of the Crystal Palace, the enthusiasm of 
the crowds, the atmosphere of national reconciliation after the turmoils 
of Reform and Chartism, deeply impressed the English people, many of 
whom, on that occasion took their first railway journey and for the first 
time beheld their capital city. 

Inevitable reactions appeared against social and scientific materialism. 
The reign produced its romantic waves, sometimes religious, sometimes 
literary in character. Not only did the Methodist movement make further 
headway, but the Anglican clergy worked devotedly at the evangelization 
of the new industrial towns. The Oxford Movement, which began about 
1833, strove to invest the Anglican faith anew with the historic and poetic 
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glamour of Catholicism. Its most famous figure, John Henry Newman, 
himself became a convert to the Church of Rome, and in his later years 
a Cardinal. Carlyle led the charge against utilitarianism, and showed that 
people were wrong in supposing that Manchester was becoming richer — 
it was only the less desirable figures of Manchester who were doing so. 
Ruskin attacked the ugliness of industrialism and supported the Pre- 
Raphaelites, some of whom joined with William Morris in founding an 
aesthetic form of socialism. Finally there was Charles Dickens, in himself 
the most redoubtable wave of attack, who did more than all the profes- 
sional philanthropists to teach the England of his day that true generosity 
which is fundamentally imaginative. But even Dickens, to make his 
realism acceptable, had to blur its outlines with humor and sentiment, 
and provide happy endings for his tragic stories. For such was the Vic- 
torian compromise. 



Chapter VI 


Disraeli and Gladstone 


The Reform of 1832 satisfied the middle class, but left the working 
classes with no means of expression. To voice their grievances they fell 
back on riot, a method old and efficacious, but perilous. The violent cam- 
paigns of the Chartists had shown how grave the dangers of such a sit- 
uation still were. True, this ebullition had been stifled by the wave of 
prosperity which began about the middle of the century; wise minds 
knew that it could revive, and that a safety valve then would be desir- 
able. The new masters of law-abiding England, who in any case had 
maintained their former masters in power, felt no desire to enlarge the 
electorate further; but the most far-seeing statesmen in both parties, 
Gladstone in the Liberal, Disraeli in the Conservative camp, believed 
this to be the only remedy. Each party desired the honor and the fruits 
of a new reform. In 1852 a Punch cartoon showed a sleeping lion which 
the politicians tried to awaken by prodding it with red-hot pokers, each 
of them labeled ‘‘Reform.” But what sort of Reform? A Tory govern- 
ment proposed granting the vote to every elector paying more than ;^io 
rent; to which the Whig Opposition retorted that this was shameful, that 
;^8 was the proper frontier of the Rights of Man. Or a Whig Parlia- 
ment proposed and Lord Derby, through the mouth of his prophet, 
Disraeli, declared that this was handing over England to all the perils 
of demagogy. The real problem was to know which of the two great 
parties would harvest the new voters. But Gladstone fumed at politicians 
who thus pored over electoral statistics and gauged popular forces like 
those of an invading army: these people, he declared, were in truth their 
brothers, fellow-Christians, men of their own flesh and blood. Whereupon 
a Tory asked why flesh and blood stopped short 2X rental. 
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A group of about thirty Whigs were determined to bar the road against 
any new advance of democracy, and in 1866 refused to vote for Glad- 
stone’s Reform measures. They were called the Adullamitcs, because of 
the cave of Adullam, where David was joined by “every one that was 
in distress, or everyone that was in debt, and everyone that was dis- 
contented.” Lord Derby and Disraeli, with the passive aid of the Adul- 
lamites, overturned Russell and Gladstone. Regaining power in a minor- 
ity, they proceeded to give the Conservative party a modern color, no 
longer hostile to any change as the old Tory party had been, but pre- 
pared, if new conditions demanded it, to renovate the old national insti- 
tutions (the monarchy, the House of Lords, the Church of England), 
even although they stanchly upheld them. Disraeli’s efforts to educate 
his party were successful, and to him the Conservative party owed a 
new and prolonged youth. By reminding the aristocracy that its tradi- 
tional role was not to restrain but to lead the people, he enabled the fami- 
lies which had so long governed England to continue their function in 
a transformed society. Making concessions to the Liberals on points of 
detail, he induced the Commons to pass the new Reform Act of 1867. 
As in the Act of 1832, the vote still depended on the ownership of a house, 
or on a sum of rent, but the limits were lower, especially in the boroughs, 
and more than a million new voters were added to the electorate, mostly 
from the urban working class. What political attitude would they adopt? 
This was unpredictable, and Derby himself admitted that the new law 
would be “a leap in the dark.” But he prided himself on having robbed 
the Whigs of a favorite theme, and, like Disraeli, he put his trust in the 
common sense of the English workingman. In the long run, the Con- 
servatives had no reason to regret their move, but the next general elec- 
tion (1868) brought a Liberal victory. 

When the Conservatives returned in 1874, Lord Derby, in failing 
health, handed over the Premiership to Disraeli. About the same time 
Gladstone became the undisputed leader of the Liberal party, and the 
two men who, since the fall of Peel, had always differed from each other 
now found themselves in direct conflict. The Gladstone-Disraeli struggle, 
apart from its human interest, is also of exemplary value as a study: it 
illustrates the importance of a certain dramatic quality, for a parlia- 
mentary regime to be successful. If physical strife was to be replaced by 
revolutions in a debating-chamber, these rhetorical battles must in them- 
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selves offer a noble spectacle. Thanks to the widely different but equally 
admirable talents of Gladstone and Disraeli, the Parliamentary battles 
of the next two decades were battles of giants. Two philosophies, two 
mental attitudes, were at grips. On one side, solemnity, seriousness, con- 
scious rectitude; on the other, brilliance, wit, and — under the guise of 
superficial frivolity — a faith no less living than Gladstone’s. The latter 
believed in government by the people, wished to receive his inspiration 
from the people, and declared his willingness to accept all the reforms 
desired by the people, even if they should destroy the oldest traditions of 
England. Disraeli believed in government jor the people, in the necessity 
of keeping intact the framework of the country, and would concede re- 
forms only in so far as they respected certain essential institutions linked 
with unchanging traits of human nature. Admirable symbols of the two 
attitudes were to be seen in Gladstone at Hawarden felling trees with 
his own ax, and in Disraeli at Hughenden refusing to let a single one be 
cut down. 

Gladstone was Prime Minister from 1868 to 1874, Disraeli from 1874 to 
1880, and then Gladstone returned from 1880 to 1885. During these 
eighteen years great changes took place in Europe. Neither Gladstone 
nor Disraeli was able to realize that the balance of power was about to 
be upset by the new power of Prussia. Palmerston had tolerated the an- 
nexation of Schleswig-Holstein; Disraeli and Gladstone did not react 
when confronted by the Austro-Prussian War, nor by the Franco-Prussian 
War, which achieved the hegemony of Prussia and brought about the 
creation of the German Empire. Russia in her turn denounced the 
Treaty of Paris, which had ended the Crimean War, and reorganized 
her Black Sea fleet. Here again Gladstone let things take their course. 
But the danger of concessions is that they whet the appetite and boldness 
of those who take advantage of them. England seemed to have fallen 
asleep, and the weakest Powers believed that they could now pull the 
British lion’s tail with impunity. In the long run public opinion chafed 
at this weakness. A stage performance showed Gladstone receiving an 
embassy from China asking for Scotland. The Prime Minister reflected, 
and said there were three possible replies: to hand over Scotland at 
once, to wait a little and then hand over Scotland, or to appoint an arbi- 
trator. The public saw in this a true enough picture. 

Disraeli’s foreign policy, however, was bold; it was more dramatic, 
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and also more dangerous, than Gladstone’s. Whereas the Liberal leader 
desired peace at any price, took up a disinterested view even regarding 
the Empire, and, by his desire to see his country endowed with a moral 
rather than an imperial prestige, gained the name of “Little Englander,” 
Disraeli and his friends declared themselves Imperialists. The concep- 
tion of Empire, eclipsed since the death of Chatham and the loss of the 
American Colonies, was reborn in the romantic imagination of Dis- 
raeli. Before Rhodes, before Chamberlain, before Kipling, he tempted 
Britain with a positively Roman image of her destiny and duties in the 
world. Against the wishes of the majority of his party, who distrusted 
changes whatever they might be, he brought the Queen, who ardently 
desired it, to assume the title of Empress of India. In 1875 he secretly 
bought from the Khedive, for 4,000,000, 177,000 shares in the Suez Canal. 
The majority of the shares remained in French hands, but Britain thus 
acquired a share in this undertaking, of high importance to her as de- 
termining in future the shortest route to India and China. In that same 
year, Disraeli, a tired and aging man, went to the House of Lords as 
Lord Beaconsfield. Europe continued to be perturbed over the conflict 
between Turkey and her Christian provinces, which Russia, to obtain 
them, defended. There was nothing that Disraeli dreaded more than to 
sec the Russians in the Mediterranean. In his view the prime axiom of 
British policy was to maintain free communications with India. By 
land, this communication was possible only through a friendly Turkey; 
by sea, it must now be kept through the Suez Canal, which would be 
highly vulnerable if the Turkish provinces in Asia were in hostile hands. 
He therefore sided with Turkey. But when atrocities were committed by 
Turks in Bulgaria, Gladstone kindled British opinion against them by 
pamphleteering and speech-making which Disraeli found absurd, but 
which touched the religious masses by their fervor. The wave of feeling 
was such that Disraeli had to abandon intervention. 

Before long Russia was able to force the Treaty of San Stefano on the 
Turks. Turkey-in-Europe disappeared almost completely, and an ex- 
panded Bulgaria gave the Russians access to the Mediterranean. Lord 
Beaconsfield held that this treaty was unacceptable to Europe and sent an 
ultimatum to Russia. Exhausted by the war, and alarmed by the arrival 
of troops from India and the dispatch of the British fleet to Constanti- 
nople, Russia bowed. This negotiation in the Palmerston manner, the 
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fleet first with diplomacy following up, was refreshing to British pride. 
The Congress of Berlin in 1878 revised the Treaty of San Stefano. Bul- 
garia was bisected, Bosnia was promised to Austria, and Britain obtained 
Cyprus. The Treaty of Berlin seemed a complete triumph for Beacons- 
field, who was rewarded with the Garter. In point of fact Cyprus was 
never of much use to Britain; Turkey continued to maltreat the Chris- 
tian subjects restored to her, and it was the Bosnian problem which 
precipitated the war of 1914. In 1879 the hostility of Russia, whose Min- 
isters had returned from Berlin in high dudgeon against England, precipi- 
tated a clash on the Indian frontier. When a war followed against the 
Zulus in South Africa, the public began to feel that, although Gladstone’s 
pacific policy might be inglorious, Disraeli’s Imperialist line had its 
dangers. In 1879 Gladstone again conducted a great oratorical campaign, 
with prodigious success. He told the electors that it was no longer a 
question of approving this or that political measure, but of choosing 
between two systems of morality. For five years past they had heard of 
nothing but the interests of the British Empire, of scientific frontiers, 
of new Gibraltars — and with what result.? Russia was aggrandized and 
hostile, Europe in ferment, India at war, Africa stained with blood. And 
why.? Because, said Gladstone, there was something beyond political 
necessities, there were moral necessities. Let them remember that in the 
eyes of Almighty God the sanctity of human life was no less inviolable 
in the villages of Afghanistan than in their own towns. That noble 
hawk-like face, those powerful piercing eyes, that voice of miraculously 
sustained vigor, this lofty and religious doctrine, impressed his devout 
audiences with an almost awful admiration: they seemed to be hearing 
the divine word, to be gazing upon a prophet inspired. In the election of 
1880, Disraeli and his party were swept away. 

It is easier to preach peace than maintain it. Gladstone was sincere 
in his hatred of force, but found himself constrained to use it, and to use 
it the more fully because his initial weakness heightened the general 
danger and disorder. The first troubles rose in South Africa. There had 
been clashes there between the Dutch farmers and the English settlers 
ever since England annexed the Cape during the Napoleonic wars. In 
1877 they had further annexed the Dutch republic of the Transvaal, 
and in 1881 the Boers revolted, overwhelming the small British army of 
occupation at Majuba Hill. Gladstone bowed to the force of circumstance 
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and restored Boer independence. Meanwhile in Ireland, a rebel, repub- 
lican, anti-English party was secretly gathering strength. In the House 
of Commons the Government was constantly harried by the eighty 
Irish members, partisans of Home Rule, led by the brilliant, enigmatic 
Parnell. In Ireland itself Parliamentary action was backed up by a policy 
of direct action which culminated in murder. The peasantry refused to 
pay rent. Gladstone vainly tried to support their cause by a Land Act 
which gave special tribunals power to adjust leases; and, also unavail- 
ingly, he released Parnell and some of his associates who had been 
arrested for incitement to lawlessness. Within a few days violence was 
again abroad. Public opinion in England was outraged and the Cabinet 
was forced to put forward fairly effective repressive measures. 

After the Transvaal and Ireland, came Egypt. The Khedive’s bad 
administration had led Britain and France to undertake a joint control 
of finance and the administration of the Egyptian Debt. After the mas- 
sacre of some Europeans in Alexandria, the French Government, with 
more timidity than wisdom, withdrew the French fleet. Gladstone 
would have willingly done likewise, but the Press and public forbade 
him. British troops entered Cairo. This conquest, undertaken “in a fit 
of absentmindedness,” made Gladstone popular, although he disapproved 
of it. Theoretically, this occupation of Egypt was temporary, and it was 
jealously scrutinized by France. Actually, Sir Evelyn Baring (later Lord 
Cromer) was soon administering the country under the nominal sov- 
ereignty of the Khedive. A British army of occupation remained “pro- 
visionally” in Egypt. When a Moslem fanatic proclaimed himself as 
the Mahdi in the Egyptian Sudan, rallied the Dervishes and drove out the 
Egyptian soldiery. General Hicks was dispatched there, and his force 
was cut to pieces. Gladstone decided to evacuate the Sudan, and rashly 
intrusted the operation to General Gordon, an extraordinary personage 
who had won a great reputation during the campaigns in China, a man 
as fanatical in his own way as the Mahdi. Instead of evacuating the Sudan, 
Gordon shut himself up in Khartum and called in vain for reinforce- 
ments. When Gladstone at last decided to send them, it was too late. 
The Mahdi massacred the General and his garrison of ii,ooo men. Gor- 
don had all the virtues necessary to become a national hero; his tenacity 
appealed to the Imperialists, his love of the Bible pleased the pious, his 
whimsical qualities touched the English imagination at large. His death 
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brought the Government down. But the murder was not avenged until 
Kitchener’s expedition in 1898. 

At home, Gladstone had been removing some of the last of the coun- 
try’s religious inequalities. He disestablished the Anglican Church of Ire- 
land, which the Catholic Irish had no reason to maintain; and he opened 
the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge to Nonconformists, who since 
1836 had had access to the younger University of London. Forster’s Edu- 
cation Act of 1870 gave England at last the embryo of a national system 
of schools. Prince Albert had been shocked by the number of illiterates 
in England, who were far more numerous than in Germany or France. In 
Manchester in 1838, out of a hundred persons entering into matrimony, 
forty-five could not sign their own names; in 1849, 33 per cent of men and 
49 per cent of women were illiterate; in 1861, 25 per cent and 35 per cent, 
respectively. Victorian complacency declined to accept the necessity for 
imitating the Continent in this respect. The upper and middle classes sent 
their sons to the public schools or grammar schools; the common people 
in England for a long time had only the schools maintained by the 
Church. At last the Forster Act of 1870 set up State schools in villages 
and districts where there was no non-ecclesiastical school. The new 
schools were Christian, but not sectarian. It was in 1891 that education 
became compulsory; and in 1912 it became gratuitous. 

In 1877 Disraeli had given the vote to the urban working class; in 
1884 Gladstone gave it to the agricultural laborer. Bills for a secret ballot 
and to stifle electoral corruption had ended the plutocratic control of 
polling. After 1884, out of seven million adult males, five million were 
on the register. Almost the only exceptions now were those sharing their 
masters* houses (servants) or their fathers’ houses (sons living with 
their family), and all women. Local government was now mainly car- 
ried out by elected bodies, and the justices of the peace had lost the 
administrative power which they had held since Tudor times. Within 
fifty years England had passed, with no great upheavals, from oligarchy 
to democracy. But at the same time the independence of the House of 
Commons had been weakened. Under the old aristocratic system, a rich 
landlord in his own borough (or his nominee) knew himself invul- 
nerable; and his vote in Parliament was free, because the Prime Minister 
had no hold over him, unless by corruption, which honorable (or ex- 
tremely rich) members resisted. But under the democratic system all 
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seats became uncertain; no member could be absolutely sure of re-election 
by a wide and capricious electorate, and a threat of dissolution therefore 
became the whip which the Prime Minister cracked to bring straying 
members to heel. A Liberal association founded by Joseph Chamberlain 
at Birmingham became the pattern of what was called, from American 
usage, a “caucus.” The parties became powerful organizations, each 
choosing its candidates, collecting election funds (provided, on occasion, 
in exchange for titles), and setting forward its chosen leader as the 
Premier to be summoned to office by the sovereign. Barring some unfore- 
seeable accident, a grave personal mistake or a party split, a Prime Minis- 
ter with an electoral majority was now increasingly certain to retain 
power for the duration of a Parliament. In this way, as an unforeseen 
outcome of electoral reforms, the executive was increasingly strengthened, 
and the English system became more akin to the American, although 
it was freed from the dangers raised under the American Constitution by 
the twofold currents of Presidential and Congressional elections. 

The two great traditional parties seemed now to be part of the eternal 
verities; and it would have been a bold man who foretold that one day 
a Labor party would come into power. English Socialism, from More to 
Morris, had been utopian and ineffiectual. A German Jew, Karl Marx, 
who had lived in London since the Revolution of 1848, published there 
his book on Capital in 1864, which became to Socialism what The Wealth 
of Nations had been to Liberalism. He described therein the results of 
free competition, which were quite unforeseen by Adam Smith, and 
declared that, just as the middle classes had ousted feudalism, so one 
day the proletariat would expropriate the bourgeoisie. But the class war 
found few recruits in the prosperous England of those days. It required 
the long and distressing slump which began in 1875, to bring into being a 
Social Democratic Federation, founded by the well-to-do H. M. Hynd- 
man. And even he played a far smaller part in the activities of the work- 
ing class in England than did practical trade-union leaders of the type 
of Keir Hardie or John Burns. Socialism in England always took peculiar 
forms. It had been reformist and paternal with Robert Owen, aesthetic 
with Ruskin; it was intellectual, paradoxical, and temporizing with the 
Fabian Society; emotional and evangelistic with Ramsay MacDonald. 
Through this last aspect it was later to draw to the workers’ side a good 
proportion of the Nonconformist middle classes. Just as Bentham and 
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Mill imbued the Victorian intellectuals with their ideas, and brought 
about the supremacy of individualist Liberalism, so the Fabians, Bernard 
Shaw and the Webbs in particular, made the collectivist conception of 
society acceptable to the Edwardian intellectuals. Fabian collectivism was 
differentiated from Continental Socialism by two characteristics: it as- 
sailed ground rent and large landed estates rather than industrial capital, 
and it clung to the principles of representative government rather than 
urging direct rule by the voting masses. Fabian ideas, not very many 
years after the society’s foundation, were to inspire the social and financial 
policy of advanced Liberals like Lloyd George. 


[448] 



Chap ter VII 


The Empire in the Nineteenth Century 


After the loss of the American Colonies, it was common enough to find 
Englishmen denying the economic value of colonies. Furthermore, Wes- 
ley had roused scruples of a religious character regarding the native 
races, especially when these were becoming converted to Christianity. 
This indifference and these moral doubts explain the surprising gener- 
osity with which England twice, in 1802 and in 1815, restored to France 
and Holland colonies which her maritime supremacy had enabled her 
to conquer. France received back her West Indian islands, the fishing 
rights in Newfoundland, and sundry other possessions. Holland recov- 
ered Java, Curacao arid Surinam. But some obscure instinct checked the 
negotiations at certain points, and they retained at least the framework 
of an Empire. India and Canada were still the two main pieces. The Cape 
of Good Hope, taken from the Dutch in 1796, was held as a useful stage 
on the passage to India. Gibraltar, Malta and the Ionian Islands dom- 
inated the Mediterranean. In the Antipodes, transported convicts had 
made the first Australian settlements in the later eighteenth century. 
Thus the groundwork of the future British Empire was unmistakably 
sketched out; but nobody supposed that one day these scattered territories 
would form a Commonwealth of Nations, self-governing, but united by 
bonds freely accepted. 

Nevertheless, if the new Empire was not sooner or later to follow 
the American example, it must obtain some form of autonomy, at least 
in those parts where large communities of the white race had grown up. 
Our study of English history has shown the early and growing attach- 
ment of the Anglo-Saxon to his liberties. And this sense he carried with 
him all over the globe. The English colonist, who quite often had left the 
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mother-country to escape from religious or social restrictions, was not 
the man to surrender in exile the right to share in the government of his 
new country. In the colonies as at home, it was essential that respect be 
paid to those two great principles which, as H. A. L. Fisher has said, 
are the poles of the Anglo-Saxon race : that all rule must be based on the 
consent of the ruled, and that a statesman’s duty is to avoid revolution 
by resorting to reform. But how are colonies to be made into free States 
while maintaining Imperial unity? It would have gone against the grain 
of the Anglo-Saxon genius to resolve this problem by making one line 
of abstract reasoning triumph over another. A fortunate accident created 
the first Dominion; success encouraged imitation; and so the Common- 
wealth of Nations was born. The said accident was the existence in Can- 
ada of a French population which, since 1791, had maintained a legisla- 
tive assembly almost entirely French in speech and sympathies, whereas 
the executive power was in the hands of a British Governor, with a 
Council composed of British officials. In the event of disagreement — ^and 
in such circumstances disagreement was inevitable — there was revived 
across the Atlantic that old conflict between Crown and Parliament 
which in England had brought about the fall of the Stuarts. 

In 1837 ^ rebellion broke out in French Canada and spread into the 
provinces. It was easily put down, and a blind or obstinate Government 
might easily have paid no heed to the signs of discontent. The Whigs 
were wise enough to send over to Canada a statesman not afraid of ex- 
periments. Lord Durham had generous instincts and an unlikeable 
character, quite a good combination in a leader. After a few months in 
residence he drew up a remarkable report on the Canadian situation. His 
conclusion was the necessity of trying to unite both provinces more 
closely, and of setting up in both some form of Ministerial representation. 
He had no desire to touch any of the Crown prerogatives, but the Crown 
would have to submit to the necessary consequences of representative in- 
stitutions and govern through the intermediary of those in whom the 
representative body put confidence. To many of Lord Durham’s con- 
temporaries these ideas seemed revolutionary. They held that this meant 
the breaking of every bond between colony and mother-country. And what 
was to happen if a conflict arose between the King’s representative and 
the local government? The risk, however, was accepted. The new Gov- 
ernor-General, Lord Elgin, bravely formed a Ministry of reformist Cana- 
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dians, who then held a majority in the country, and several of whom had 
taken part in the recent rebellion. The experiment was successful. Confi- 
dence fostered loyalty. Thenceforward the principle of self-government 
was admitted. Theoretically nothing had changed, as the form had to 
be respected. The British Government retained the right of appointing 
the Ministers. In practice they made their choice only from among the 
men who held the confidence of the Canadian Chambers. Thus the 
greatest colonial revolution was accomplished with no theorizing and 
no noise. It was a very British solution. 

The different States composing Australia and New Zealand also be- 
came entitled, between 1850 and 1875, to provide themselves with liberal 
constitutions. But the solution was more complicated in countries where 
small numbers of white colonists lived side by side with numerous na- 
tives. In these cases it would have been dangerous to grant all rights of 
control to the white minority, which might misuse its power to oppress 
the natives. In South Africa a still more awkward problem was raised by 
the presence of two European races. The original colonists at the Cape, 
at the time when England occupied that country, were Dutch farmers; 
these Boers had emigrated first into Natal, and then into the Orange 
and Transvaal republics which they founded. In 1881 the Boer rising 
wiped out the British forces at Majuba Hill, and Gladstone had there- 
upon abandoned the Transvaal. But British penetration of South Africa 
was carried on by a chartered company, the animating force of which 
was Cecil Rhodes, the Clive of this continent. When gold and diamond 
mines were shortly afterwards discovered in the Transvaal, a flood of 
British immigrants poured into the Dutch republics, where they were 
granted mining or trading concessions, but not civic rights. In 1895, Dr. 
Jameson, a friend of Rhodes’s, acting under the latter’s inspiration, or- 
ganized in time of peace an armed raid into the Transvaal to overturn 
the existing government. Repulsed and captured, Jameson gravely com- 
promised the British Government, whom the Boers suspected of having 
encouraged the raid. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, Africa — that conti- 
nent “invented by Providence to vex the Foreign Office” — was sliced up by 
the European Powers. Between 1853 and 1873 Livingstone explored the 
region of Lake Tanganyika; then Stanley crossed the whole continent. 
While the new territories were being opened up, Germany, Belgium, 
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France, and later Italy, all quarreled over them. OflScially, Britain for a 
long time stood aloof from the African game. It was the great Companies 
— not only Rhodes’s British South Africa Company, but also the Niger 
and the East Africa— which founded the new British colonies of Rho- 
desia, Nigeria, Kenya, and Uganda. This curious reversion to the Char- 
tered Company system is attributable to the advantage found by the 
Imperial Government in allowing capitalist enterprise to bear the cost 
of exploration and pioneering work. If the undertaking was a failure, it 
was abandoned. If it succeeded, the Imperial Government supplanted the 
Company. Thus, piece by piece, there grew up in Africa an Empire of 
such magnitude that Rhodes was able to envisage a railway running 
from the Cape to Cairo without ever leaving British territory. The only 
barrier across this line was German East Africa, which Britain was in 
the end to acquire after the war of 1914-1918. 

In India the East India Company, almost despite itself, had continued 
the conquest of that country after the collapse of the Mogul Empire. It 
brought over a body of officials who battled as best they could against 
anarchy and famine. The Reform advocates of 1832 had been anxious to 
apply their principles in India, too, and an Indian Charter in 1833 laid 
it down that any subject of His Majesty could fill any post, whatever his 
race, birthplace, or color. It was a bold theory, and difficult of application. 
In 1857 a terrible mutiny broke out among the native Indian troops to 
whom the Company, like the Roman Empire of old, had intrusted the 
security of the country. After fearful massacres of women and children 
by the rebels came a ruthless and efficacious repression. The British Gov- 
ernment itself took over the administration of India, and the European 
garrison was increased to 75,000 men. The great period of conquest was 
by now over. Fresh campaigns in Burma and on the Eastern frontiers 
led to the final delimitation of territory in 1885. 

Rudyard Kipling has sung the praises of the Indian Civil Service. 
Other writers have attacked it for its racial pride and lack of contact 
with native life. It is a fact that since the Mutiny India, with its 350,000,000 
inhabitants, has been held in peace— except for a few inevitable riots— by 
75,000 white troops and 150,000 native troops; it is a fact that British 
administrators have never numbered more than 5,000, and that the area of 
land cleared, irrigated, and made healthy by them is immense; and it is 
a fact that English is the only tongue common to the countless races of 
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India and is spoken in the political congresses representing the whole 
country. A large body of Hindus educated on European lines has come to 
occupy administrative posts. It is only natural that India in her turn 
should come to desire self-government as granted to the Dominions, or 
even complete independence. Especially since the Russo-Japanese War, 
the East has only reluctantly continued to accept the overlordship of the 
West. Nationalistic movements have come into being, rather coldly re- 
ceived by the British administration, but tolerated by the Imperial Gov- 
ernment, which, in India as elsewhere, has worked for compromise. 
Slowly governmental authority is being transferred into Indian hands. 
In 1917 public education and most of the internal services were intrusted 
to Indian provincial Cabinets, responsible to elected Chambers, only the 
military and police forces being left under British control. 

The difficulty for any colonial administration is that the very fact of its 
complete success loosens the bonds with the mother-country. In Egypt as 
in India, the stabilization of finances, the spread of education, and in- 
creasing wealth and order were bound sooner or later to inspire the native 
peoples with a greater craving for independence. Nevertheless, it seemed 
not impossible to envisage free peoples united by pledges of mutual 
defense, by preferential tariffs, and by links of language and culture. In 
the twentieth century the new character of the Empire was to be one of 
the problems of the post-war period. In the nineteenth, that Empire had 
first to be given its shape, and had to be recognized by rival nations. This 
twofold task called for a government which believed in Empire, and the 
opportunity for the Conservatives appeared. 
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The Waning of Liberalism 


Queen Victoria respected Gladstone, but deemed him dangerous: in 
her view he had weakened his country’s authority in the world. The 
Queen had a curious faculty for thinking on all subjects very much as 
“her people” thought. Since the death of Gordon, many of Gladstone’s 
supporters had lost faith in him, notwithstanding his astounding elo- 
quence. In the election of 1886, after a short Conservative interregnum, 
he came back with a small majority, holding power only by the support 
of the Irish Nationalists. And by a paradox of Parliamentary rule, this 
foreign element became the arbiter in English politics. Soon it was 
rumored that Gladstone had bought their support by a promise of Home 
Rule for Ireland. And it was true. In April, 1886, the Prime Minister 
introduced a bill to grant Irish autonomy and set up an Irish Parlia- 
ment in Dublin. A single Chamber, composed, however, of two sorts of 
members, some elected by boroughs and counties, the others nominated 
for permanent membership, would be intrusted with all Irish internal 
affairs, while the Imperial Government retained control of the army, 
customs, and foreign policy. Ireland was to pay Westminster an annual 
contribution towards her share of the common expenditure. Joseph 
Chamberlain, Lord Hartington, and numerous Liberal leaders protested; 
if need be they would have accepted a federalist solution, but they re- 
fused a separatist handling of the Irish problem. They maintained that 
the past record of Parnell and his friends did not justify Gladstone’s 
trust in them. Before long these Unionists, as they then came to be 
called, left the Liberal party, and, without as yet joining the Conservative 
party, pledged themselves to support the latter against Gladstone. The 
Prime Minister appealed to the country, but the polls went against him. 
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Four hundred Unionists were returned to the House, three hundred and 
eighteen of whom were Conservatives. The Gladstonians were routed, 
and Lord Salisbury, at the head of the Unionist coalition, took office. 

Robert Cecil, Marquis of Salisbury, regarded the affairs of mankind 
with a deep, aloof wisdom. In the days when he served under Disraeli 
he condemned the romantic visions of his leader as severely as he did the 
idealism of Gladstone. He detested the lofty moral arguments with which 
most politicians buttress their selfish interests, and regarded human so- 
cieties as fragile organisms to be interfered with as little as possible. 
When he left office, after twenty years, he had solved neither the social 
problems nor the Irish question; but he had prevented them from caus- 
ing any disorder during that period. In foreign policy, as in his conduct 
of home affairs, he tried to avoid emotion and to think in “chemical” 
terms, striving to feel neither sympathy nor antipathy towards foreign 
nations. A solitary in his private life, he accepted for his country “a 
splendid isolation.” And this attitude remained possible, even reasonable, 
so long as Lord Salisbury remained in office — that is, until 1902. There- 
after came the time when England was menaced and, as in Pitt’s day, had 
to find an army on the Continent. 

Salisbury’s long rule was broken only by a brief interregnum. At the 
election of 1892 the majority in the House of Commons once more con- 
sisted of Gladstonian Liberals and Irish Home Rulers. At the age of 
eighty-three the indomitable Gladstone once more pushed a Home Rule 
bill through the Lower House. But it was rejected by the Lords, and the 
measure was not sufficiently popular to justify a decisive battle with the 
Upper Chamber on that ground. Gladstone's retirement through illness 
and old age put the premiership into the hands of Lord Rosebery from 
1894 to 1896; but the Liberal party was divided between his supporters 
and those of Sir William Harcourt and the role of the Conservatives 
became easy. This time the Liberal Unionists — ^Lord Hartington (later 
Duke of Devonshire) and Joseph Chamberlain — consented to enter the 
Government alongside Salisbury and his nephew, Arthur Balfour. It 
was a time of conflicting imperialisms, of jealousy and intrigue. In 
America, a frontier dispute between Venezuela and British Guiana 
led the President of the United States to remind the world of the 
Monroe Doctrine, and might have led to war if Salisbury had not ac- 
cepted arbitration. In Africa, French military expeditions, pushing up the 
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valleys of the Niger and Congo, were annexing vast territories which cut 
off the British colonies from their hinterland. France had then no reason 
to renounce Egypt, which she hoped to enter by way of the Upper Nile, 
and a mission under the command of Commandant Marchand found 
its way across Africa towards the Sudan. Britain, for her part, had not 
renounced Morocco, and at the court of the Sultan a Scottish adventurer, 
Kaid Maclean, was fostering resistance to French influence. The Sia- 
mese frontier, Madagascar, Newfoundland were also points of friction 
between the two countries. 

This latent hostility became acute when General Kitchener, after 
defeating the Mahdi, avenging Gordon, and occupying the Sudan, came 
face to face with Marchand’s column at Fashoda. The Conservative 
newspapers in London had a dangerous attack of bellicose fever; the 
Liberal Press spoke gravely of the moral duty incumbent on Britain 
to reconquer the Sudan for the Egyptians. Both countries mobilized their 
fleets. Britain hurriedly moved her ships, which were dangerously scat- 
tered, the Mediterranean fleet being partly at Malta and partly at Gibral- 
tar, and therefore liable to be cut into by the French fleet from Toulon. 
The German Emperor, William II, hoped that this war would break out. 
But Delcass 4 at the French Foreign Office, deemed it wise to yield and 
thus prepare the way for a reconciliation between the two countries. 
During the years that followed this episode England’s name was hated 
in France. 

Truth to tell, it was hated all the world over at that time, for England 
was going through one of those periods of vainglorious prosperity which 
arc as dangerous to nations as to individuals. The Imperialist doctrine, 
propounded by Disraeli in the middle ’70’s to somewhat protesting Con- 
servatives, was becoming a national religion. Just as the Great Exhibition 
of 1851 marked the apogee of England’s industrial prosperity, so the 
Diamond Jubilee of 1897 crowned her Imperial glory. The Queen and 
Lord Salisbury had agreed in making this festivity a private celebration 
of Empire. No foreign sovereigns attended, but from all the Britains 
overseas came princes, statesmen and soldiers. For some years past a poet 
of genius, Rudyard Kipling, had been voicing the feelings of all those 
Englishmen who, scattered over the globe, strove to uphold in every 
clime the solid qualities of the British character as it had been shaped 
by the public schools since the days of Dr. Arnold. To this moral race 
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Rudyard Kipling supplied moral grounds for cherishing their own 
renown; conquest became in their eyes an Imperial duty, and they were 
called upon to take up “the White Man’s burden.” Another man of 
genius, Joseph Chamberlain, the Radical who had become the ally of 
the Conservatives, urged at the Colonial Office that poverty and unem- 
ployment were best combated by the development of Imperial uade. He 
tried by every means to imbue the Dominions, the colonies, and the 
mother-country with the sense of unity sung by Kipling. A letter bearing 
a penny stamp could reach, no longer simply the United Kingdom, but 
the farthest corners of the Empire. The Dominions were encouraged to 
introduce their products to London. Chamberlain was the first to en- 
visage the collaboration of Canada and Australia in the defense of the 
Empire in the event of war, an idea which half a century earlier would 
have seemed wild, and fifteen years later became a reality. 

At the time of the Jubilee, Kipling published in The Times a poem 
which surprised the country by its note of bodeful solemnity. At the 
height of the feasting he traced the warning letters on the wall: 

Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet, 

Lest we forget, lest we forget. . . . 

It was a prophetic warning. Within three years of the glorious Jubilee 
procession, at the southern end of the African continent, the most pow- 
erful Empire in the world was being held in check by two small repub- 
lics of farming folk — the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. England 
and Europe alike were astounded when the conflict lasted for over a 
year. It exposed the weakness of the British army, the faulty organization 
of the War Office, and also the enmities which Britain’s policy of Im- 
perialist self-seeking had roused against her all the world over. By 
forcing the wiser heads in England to ponder this situation and seek a 
remedy, the South African War exerted a deep influence on European 
politics in the early years of the new century. For a time it made England 
suspicious of the domineering diplomacy which Canning and Palmerston 
had made popular, and which was no longer justifiable by the actual 
relations of the existing forces. When the victories of Roberts and 
Kitchener at last enabled a victorious peace to be signed with the Boers, 
its terms were conspicuous for their moderation. Both republics were 
annexed; but Britain granted the vanquished farmers a generous indem- 
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nity which enabled them to rebuild their farms and replenish their fields. 
When the Boer generals came to London a few months later they were 
welcomed with an enthusiasm that surprised them. In 1906 both repub- 
lics received a measure of responsible self-government, and in 1910 the 
Union of South Africa was set up, comprising the Cape Colony, the 
Orange Free State, and the Transvaal Republic. Few things do fuller 
honor to British policy here than the loyalty with which, in 1914, the 
South African republics took their part in the defense of the Empire. Gen- 
eral Botha and General Smuts, veterans of the war against Britain less 
than fifteen years before, came to be among her most trusted and worthy 
counselors. 

Queen Victoria did not live to see the Boer War ended. She died early 
in 1901, after a reign of sixty-three years, the happiest reign perhaps in 
England’s history, in the course of which the country had accepted 
without civil strife or grave suffering a revolution far more profound 
than that of 1688, while the Kingdom was becoming, not only in name 
but in fact, an Empire. Amongst her subjects she could count Dickens, 
Thackeray, George Eliot, the Brontes, Macaulay, Carlyle, Newman, Ten- 
nyson, Ruskin, William Morris, Rossetti, Thomas Hardy, Meredith, 
Swinburne, Wilde, Stevenson, and Kipling. But literature had inter- 
ested her (and that very little) only so long as her “dear Albert” was 
alive. Her own concerns and her greatness lay elsewhere. She had re- 
stored and enhanced the royal dignity, besmirched by the later Hanove- 
rians. Thanks to her, constitutional monarchy had become an accepted, 
tested, desirable form of government. Except in the far-off days of 
her girlhood, she had always been wise enough to yield when she found 
herself in conflict with her Ministers; but she retained and insisted upon 
her three essential rights— to be consulted, to encourage, and to warn. In 
this way the sovereign, especially after a long reign, was able to exercise 
a moderating influence upon Ministers, who could not but respect her. 
Early in her reign, and again about 1870, when as a “professional widow” 
she seemed to lose interest in the realm, waves of republican feeling rose 
here and there; but when Victoria died, the country’s attachment to the 
monarchy was as firm as, perhaps firmer than, it had been in the days of 
Elizabeth. And her successors, by their firm grasp of the craft of king- 
ship, kept that feeling warm and rooted it still more firmly. 

Victorianism died before Victoria. A new society had taken shape 
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round the personality of Edward, Prince of Wales. Marlborough House 
was anti-Victorian by reaction, more free in morals and speech, and 
more accessible than Buckingham Palace to the new moneyed men, 
Americans and Jews. The middle classes themselves no longer clung 
so passionately to the Victorian compromise. It became fashionable to 
condemn the great poets and novelists of the Victorian age. At the time 
when the adolescent Marcel Proust was admiring George Eliot, fash- 
ionable England was applauding Oscar Wilde. As in France, scientific 
romanticism and the cult of Progress were followed by doubt and dis- 
couragement. Victorian demigods like Spencer and Darwin saw their 
altars overturned. Samuel Butler made mock of evolutionary and Chris- 
tian teachings at once. A few sought refuge in the decadent aestheticism of 
the Yellou/ Boo\. Other, more vigorous, minds criticized in order to re- 
build. A new generation of writers came to the fore, with Bernard Shaw, 
H. G. Wells, and John Galsworthy to teach the English middle classes new 
moral and intellectual values. The Daily Mail, the first halfpenny news- 
paper, had been founded by Alfred Harmsworth (later Lord North- 
cliffe) in 1898, and immediately caught the favor of the masses. The cult 
of sport spread more and more widely amongst Englishmen of all classes, 
and at the end of the reign the bicycle came into its own. The motor- 
car was coming into existence, and Wells proclaimed to an incredulous 
public that it would one day drive the horse from the roads. Eight years 
after the death of the Queen the Frenchman Bleriot would cross the 
English Channel in a flying-machine. After the Diamond Jubilee in 1897 
the makers of the strange new cinematographic machine were able to 
show Her Majesty her own picture in motion. Throughout that long 
reign scientific inventiveness had hardly paused. The strong fever-wave 
of genius which had been traversing mankind since 1760 was still potent; 
it would be strange if it did not one day bring about some grave mishap. 
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The Armed Peace 


King Edward VII, on his accession, was nearly sixty. As Prince of Wales 
he had been kept by his mother at arm’s length from public affairs. Pub- 
lic opinion, especially among his Nonconformist subjects, had turned a 
disapproving eye on a life which hitherto had apparently been devoted to 
pleasure. But Edward VII had sound sense, bonhomie, and tact. Widely 
traveled, he knew Europe and the statesmen of foreign countries, and 
realized also the limitations of Britain’s power. While having many 
friends in Paris, even among Republican statesmen, he was the object 
of nothing less than hatred on the part of his nephew William, the Ger- 
man Emperor since 1888. In the eyes of the capricious, impressionable, 
romantic Kaiser the Prince of Wales was the supreme example of that 
calm English self-confidence which disconcerted and vexed him. In the 
end, after several public and private affronts, the uncle himself came to 
have an obvious dislike of his nephew. The antipathy between these two 
men played a secondary, but very real, part in the development of 
European politics between 1900 and 1910. In particular, the Kaiser’s long- 
ing to astound the English and beat them on their own ground hastened 
the construction of a great German navy which ere long began to alarm 
England. 

The South African War had shown the more clear-sighted of the 
English that “splendid isolation,” from being a source of strength had 
become a danger; and the isolation, it has been said, was more evident 
than the splendor. The extent of the Empire was such that England 
might at any moment be obliged to use a large part of her strength in 
some distant quarter of the globe. If one of the enemies made by the 
arrogance of the Palmerstonian tradition chose such a moment to strike 
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at her in India, in Egypt, or even at home, who would come to her 
defense? Two powers were outstanding as possible allies — Germany and 
France. Between these two, Joseph Chamberlain hesitated. He had been 
one of the first to appreciate the perils of this situation. His advances to 
Germany were repulsed. When Salisbury’s place in Downing Street was 
taken by his nephew Balfour, and the Foreign Office was in the hands of 
Lord Lansdowne, a reconciliation with France became more practicable; 
all the more so because the statesmen of both countries were alarmed by 
the power of Germany and anxious for a more friendly relationship. Steps 
to achieve this were taken after a visit to Paris by King Edward VII in 
1903, which transformed the emotional atmosphere of the negotiations. 
The essential point was the abandonment by France of any claim to 
Egypt, in exchange for Britain’s recognition of French interests in 
Morocco, the country bordering on Algeria. The agreement concluded 
in 1904, the starting-point of an Entente Cordiale, was remarkable in that 
it satisfied both parties. All the old disputes, in Newfoundland, Africa, 
and the Far East, were settled. Both governments promised mutual dip- 
lomatic support against the claims of a third party in the fulfillment of 
this agreement. And thus there came about a happy conclusion of the 
long rivalry which had sundered the two countries since the Norman 
Conquest. They had been opposed to each other in dynastic, in religious, 
in imperial interests. Now the quarrels had burned themselves out. Each 
nation had now an Empire in conformity with its own character and 
strength. Neither now coveted the other’s territories. Although not set 
down in black and white, it seemed probable that these two countries, 
now amply provided for, would soon be prepared to support each other 
against powers less fortunate in the world’s goods. 

The German Government had observed this rapprochement between 
Britain and France with perturbation, and in regard to Morocco, where 
German interests were involved, with annoyance. But they awaited a 
favorable opportunity for protest. This seemed to come with the Russo- 
Japanese War in 1904. Russia, in spite of the Tsar’s hesitancy, had for 
about ten years been drawing nearer to France. After her defeat she 
ceased, for a time at least, to count as a military power. Since the Dreyfus 
Affair France had apparently been so deeply divided by domestic strife 
as to make her incapable of withstanding foreign conflict. Would Britain 
support her if Germany assumed a bold front? The German Government 
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did not believe so. The moment seemed favorable to get rid of Delcass6, 
whom Germany regarded as the architect of a coalition designed to 
oppose her. The landing of the German Emperor at Tangier, followed 
by a thinly veiled ultimatum, roused fears of war. Lansdowne offered 
Delcass 4 not an alliance, but a tightening of the bonds uniting the two 
countries. Rouvier, the French Premier, was alarmed by Germany’s 
threats and preferred to capitulate. Delcasse was thrown overboard. For 
some weeks British statesmen wondered whether the Entente Cordialc 
had been a wise policy. Such were the events of May and June, 1905. 

But in England, meanwhile, the swing of the pendulum had come. 
The education policy of the Conservative Ministry had caused discontent 
among its Radical-Unionist allies. The non-sectarian schools set up by 
Forster’s act of 1870 had pleased the Nonconformists, but left the 
Anglicans and Catholics dissatisfied. The Unionist Cabinet, predominantly 
Anglican, decided that all schools, free or otherwise, should receive State 
aid, and thus alienated the Nonconformist electorate, which was behind 
Chamberlain and his friends. Aware of the gathering storm, Chamber- 
lain sought to avert it by launching a new idea— that of Tariff Reform, 
a program of preferential tariffs designed to tighten the trade bonds 
between the colonies and the mother-country. “You are an Imperial peo- 
ple,” he told the British people. “Let Imperial products come to you 
freely, and tax the products of other countries.” But to protect Canadian 
wheat, Australian sheep, Indian cotton, meant the reopening of the whole 
Free Trade controversy. The creed of which Cobden and Bright had been 
the prophets, and Peel the martyr, was still very much alive. England had 
waxed rich and fat on Free Trade, and to its principles she owed a cen- 
tury of contentment, abundance, and variety of foodstuffs, and markets 
for her manufacturers. She kept her faith. In vain did Chamberlain dem- 
onstrate that Cobden had erred. The rest of the world had not fallen 
in with his idea that England was to be the universal workshop, with 
other countries as her granary. Other countries had countered Free Trade 
with heavy tariffs. The new factories of Germany and the United States 
were rivaling, sometimes outstripping, those of England; to save her 
Dominions and her industries, she must act. These doctrines shocked the 
Free Traders in the Cabinet, and did not convince them. The appeal 
to Imperial sentiment made little impression on the electorate; it even 
displeased them, because the enthusiasm of the early stages of the Boer 
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War had been succeeded, as the was dragged on, by a wave of pacifist 
and anti-imperial feeling. All the Free Traders in the Cabinet handed 
their resignations to Balfour. Unionism was disunited. The pendulum had 
swung. 

The Liberal party now had some difficulty in forming a Ministry. 
To avoid quarrels, the old leaders were set aside and the Prime Minister 
was Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, of whom little was expected but 
who worked wonders. He died, however, in 1908, and his place was 
taken by Asquith, a great parliamentarian who was also a man of in- 
disputably fine character. The Foreign Office went to Sir Edward Grey, 
a descendant of the famous old Whig family. This country gendeman 
with a deep fund of loyalty was destined to direct Britain’s destinies at the 
gravest crisis of her history. The harsh irony of fate willed it that this 
Liberal Cabinet, peace-loving in tone and hostile to Imperialism and mili- 
tary and naval expenditure, inherited, as Gladstone did in 1880, a situa- 
tion which demanded firmness. Hardly had Grey settled into the Foreign 
Office when he had to concern himself with the Algeciras Conference, 
convoked to deal with the fate of Morocco, and had to authorize the con- 
versations between the General Staffs of France, Belgium, and his own 
country. Algeciras ended without catastrophe, von Biilow having yielded 
before the firm attitude of Britain and the hostility of Europe at large. 
But between 1906 and 1914 alarms came thick and fast. The German 
navy was increasing so rapidly that the day could be seen when it would 
equal, then surpass, the British navy itself. The balance of power in 
Europe was upset. However peace-loving the Liberal Ministry might be, 
it recognized its responsibility for the country’s security and knew that 
without the mastery of the seas Britain was doomed. After unavailing 
efforts to reach a naval agreement with the Kaiser and Admiral von 
Tirpitz, the Cabinet took up defensive measures. An agreement with 
Russia, supplementing that of 1904 with France, grouped these three 
powers in a Triple Entente. Germany, in all good faith, declared that she 
was “encircled.” Lord Haldane reorganized the army at the War Office, 
created the Territorial Army, and formed a General Staff. Admiral 
Sir John Fisher, supported by Winston Churchill at the Admiralty, strove 
to regroup the unduly dispersed fleets and to get a powerful fighting 
fleet into the North Sea. The safeguarding of the Mediterranean was left 
mainly to France. 
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This armaments race swallowed up the resources which the Liberal 
Government had planned to devote to social reform. Its supporters were 
resentful. To go to the polls without some popular agitation to rehabili- 
tate the party would have been to court disaster. Lloyd George, a young, 
aggressive, and spellbinding Welshman, was now Chancellor of the 
Exchequer; and he found an advantageous opening for such an agitation 
in a revival of hostilities against the House of Lords. The prestige of 
the peerage had been injured by a widespread knowledge that titles were 
given in return for contributions to party funds. The Liberals had good 
reason for resenting the Upper Chamber, which had rejected its most 
cherished measures, notable Welsh Disestablishment, the development 
of Nonconformist schools, and Irish Home Rule. But in a country so 
loyal to tradition, the defeat of the peers depended on their being put 
unmistakably in the wrong, as they would be, for instance, if they were 
brought to rejecting the Budget, a step contrary to all precedent. Lloyd 
George put forward a body of new taxes and social legislation which he 
styled the People’s Budget. He needed money, he said, to pay for new 
battleships, military expenditure, and old-age pensions; and he would 
seek it from the rich. More particularly, he appropriated some of the 
ideas of the Fabians, imposing fresh taxation on large landed estates 
and in “unearned increment.” In 1909, as Lloyd George desired, the 
Lords threw out this Budget and Parliament was dissolved. The election 
campaign showed how conservative Edwardian England remained. A 
nation of voters had to choose between an aristocratic Chamber and a 
demagogic Budget. The result was surprising. The Liberals lost a large 
number of their seats, Asquith returned to power in very much the same 
position in the Commons as Gladstone had stood. He could pass his 
Budget only with the support of the Irish Nationalists, and had to obtain 
this by a promise of Home Rule. But if this promise were to have any 
validity, the veto of the House of Lords must be abolished, as the peers 
would certainly never vote for a dismemberment of the Empire. Thus 
the Budget problem passed into the background, the control of the 
veto into the foreground. How could the Lords be induced to vote their 
own abdication.? This was possible only by the method of 1714 and 1832: 
a threat to create a batch of new peers. Such a threat in itself required the 
support of the King; and the King would certainly not grant it without 
a fresh election. 
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Prudently the Lords passed the Lloyd George Budget. The party strug- 
gle was interrupted by the death of Edward VII in 1910, but feeling ran 
too high for the quarrel to be left where it was. Another election re- 
peated the situation of a Liberal-Nationalist majority, and the New King, 
George V, obliged the House of Lords by a threat to create new peers, 
to vote the limitation of its own powers. Since 1911 any financial measure 
passed by the House of Commons becomes law after one month, even 
if the Lords refuse to accept it. As regards other legislation, the Lords re- 
tain a suspensive veto; but after three favorable votes of the Commons, 
the Upper House is obliged to yield. These measures, however, have not 
robbed the House of Lords of all its prestige. It continues to play a mod- 
erating role, and its debates have often more intellectual and oratorical 
value than those of the Commons. 

This just law was passed in a cloud of hatred. These political battles 
between 1911 and 1914 were more violent than any which England had 
known for years. Lloyd George had set class against class, even Church 
against Church. Amongst the coal-miners and railway workers, powerful 
trade unions were confronting the autocratic organizations of employers. 
It was a time of numerous strikes. Scientific progress was increasing the 
volume of consumable wealth, and the working class demanded its share. 
But could a readjustment of relations between employer and employed 
be achieved peacefully? If the Parliamentary regime was to last, there 
would have to be some indirect representation of the trade unions. The 
Liberal party was wise enough to prepare for this by a whole series of 
measures, the most significant of which was one for the payment of mem- 
bers of Parliament, thus putting an end to the House of Commons 
being regarded as a sort of aristocratic club. The Labor Party, which had 
only had two members in 1901, had fifty in 1906. Allied with the Liberals, 
it pushed forward useful laws for the safeguarding of working-class 
interests. Meanwhile women, eager to secure for their sex the right of the 
Parliamentary vote, became exasperated by the attitude adopted towards 
them by the Government and the House of Commons, abandoned peace- 
ful agitation, and tried now to alarm, rather than to convince, the male. 
Further, the Home Rule Act of 1912 met with impassioned resistance 
from the Ulster Protestants, who declared that they would never consent 
to be separated from Britain and vowed to defend themselves, if need 
be, by armed force. Their leader. Sir Edward Carson, formed a provk 
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sional Ulster Government, and organized an army. Open discontent 
among British officers at the Curragh Camp in Ireland made it look as if 
part of the Crown forces would eventually refuse to move against Ulster. 
Dropping the usual prudence of his party, the Unionist leader, Bonar 
Law, sided with Carson. To avoid civil war, Asquith proposed giving 
Ulster six years* respite. But Carson stood fast : Ulster, he said, would not 
agree to a sentence of death with six years* respite. In 1914 the peril was 
imminent. The act was due to come into force. It required only the 
assent of the Crown. Great efforts were made to bring George V to 
refuse his consent and insist on a dissolution. On July 21, 1914, the King 
in person opened a conference between representatives of the Govern- 
ment, the Opposition, Southern Ireland, and Ulster. After three days, 
seeing no hope of agreement, this conference broke up. On the same day 
Austria dispatched her ultimatum to Serbia. 

In Europe as in Britain, a period of comparative tranquillity was being 
succeeded by one of feverish unrest, animated by philosophies of violence. 
The static conservatism of the Holy Alliance, the ineffective idealism of 
the revolutionaries of 1848, had been supplanted by the realist politics of 
Cavour and Bismarck, and by the ruthless class warfare prophesied by 
Karl Marx and Georges Sorel. Liberalism might be in power in Britain, 
but its idealist, reformist, rational, and moral doctrines were checkmated 
at every turn by frenzied woman suffragists, impatient strikers, mal- 
content Irishmen, rebellious officers. And it was at this juncture that, for 
four years, the most terrible of foreign wars interrupted the painful, un- 
conscious travail whereby the old nation was giving birth to a new 
England. 



Chapter X 


The Great War 


In the middle years of the nineteenth century, indeed until its last 
decade, a fight to the death between England and Germany would have 
seemed incredible. These two countries, so willing to recall their common 
roots and religions, had no conflicting interests, and their dynasties were 
tied by close family bonds. The rival of Russia in Asia and of France 
in Africa. England at that time saw nowhere the shadow of Germany 
across her path. With the opening of the twentieth century, the situa- 
tion was transformed. Once again, after Philip II, after Louis XIV, after 
Napoleon, a European sovereign was aspiring to hegemony in Europe, 
and was anxious to build a fleet capable of opposing the British navy; 
and once again the policy of the balance of power obviously required 
Britain to oppose such claims. The successive Ententes with France and 
Russia after 1905 were a defensive gesture provoked by the threats of 
Admiral von Tirpitz. “We must seize the trident of Neptune,” declared 
the German Emperor. And that gave food for thought to the holders 
of the trident. 

But although the Conservatives, the Admiralty, and a few clear-sighted 
Liberals like Winston Churchill, discerned a traditional danger ahead, the 
British Government at this time was essentially pacifist. Accordingly, no 
formal promise had been given to either France or Russia before August, 
1914. Public opinion, paramount in British decisions, would not have 
tolerated a war designed solely to preserve maritime supremacy. The 
immediate cause of the war of 1914 (an ultimatum from Austria to 
Serbia following the murder of the Austrian heir-apparent) could not 
in itself affect the British electorate. It required the German invasion of 
Belgium, in defiance of treaties of neutrality, to release that emotional 
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wave which, arising to swell a wave of realism, swept England into 
almost complete unanimity. In any case, even if Germany had respected 
Belgian neutrality, Britain would nevertheless have been forced before 
long to enter the war. She had given no direct pledge to France, but 
many of her statesmen felt that neither her honor nor her interest could 
allow France to be crushed. Still less could she tolerate what William of 
Orange or Pitt would never have allowed — the presence of Germany at 
Antwerp or Calais. Asquith and Grey were resolved to resign if Britain 
remained neutral. The violation by Germany of the Belgian frontier de- 
termined the dispatch of an ultimatum to Berlin on August 4, 1914, and 
that night war was declared. 

Although the Great War shows certain recurrent characteristics of 
Continental wars involving England in the past (the guarding of sea 
routes, a Continental coalition, subsidies to allies, and the dispatch of an 
expeditionary force to Flanders), there were several new features. In the 
first place, and for the first time, the masses of men set in motion were 
such, and the dangers were such, that Britain was forced against all her 
instincts to fall back on conscription for her armed forces. The main body 
of British citizens, hitherto screened by professional soldiers and sailors, 
felt for themselves the evils of war. Secondly, Britain’s maritime re- 
sistance was nearly shattered by the submarine. At the start of the war, 
the British fleet easily enough assured the transport of the expeditionary 
force. But gradually the number and the active range of the German sub- 
marines increased. In 1914 there were on the high seas about 8,000 mer- 
chant ships, half of them under the British flag. Between 1914 and 1918 
Germany sank 5,000 of that total. Out of twenty million tons, eight mil- 
lion were sent to the bottom. At first the losses were made up fairly well 
by the shipyards, but in 1917 the rate of torpedo destruction rose rapidly 
and fresh building lagged behind. If remedies had not been found, the 
Allies might have collapsed about August, 1917, for lack of trans- 
ports. 

It was this situation, fully visible to the Germans, which decided them 
to torpedo ships at sight, even under neutral flags, and at the risk of 
bringing in the United States on the Allied side, as indeed happened in 
1917. The submarine menace was thwarted by the organization of con- 
voys screened by destroyers, by the use of armed vessels disguised as mer- 
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chant ships, and by blocking the Belgian coastal bases used by the Ger- 
man submarines. In 1918 the submarine danger was so far obviated that 
the transport of forty-two American army divisions was carried out 
with a loss of only two hundred lives. Although the one great naval 
battle of the war, that of Jutland, was indecisive, Britain kept the mas- 
tery of the seas, as the German fleet, in spite of some remarkable exploits 
by isolated ships, could not leave its base. Without the British navy, 
the food supply of the Allies would have been broken down. 

The first aim assigned by the British Government to its expeditionary 
force in France was the protection of the Channel and North Sea ports. 
This could not be completely attained, as the Germans captured Antwerp, 
Ostend, and Zeebrugge; but the first battle of Ypres saved Calais and 
Boulogne. When the western front had become stabilized by continuous 
lines of trench from the Channel to the Swiss frontier, many able minds 
both in France and in England were bent upon the problem of outflank- 
ing this line by making some other front the scene of the main military 
blow. Some suggested Salonika and a vigorous campaign in the Balkans, 
which would rally to the Allied cause certain hesitating nations, such as 
Greece, Bulgaria, and Rumania. Others advised a landing in the Dar- 
danelles, to force the Straits to get supplies through to Russia. Both plans 
were put into execution; but, as regards the second, despite heroic efforts 
and immense losses, the peninsula of Gallipoli defied capture. The Allies 
had to revert to the sanguinary tactics of frontal attack against fortified 
positions. To relieve the French army, fiercely attacked at Verdun, the 
British fought the costly battles of the Somme in 1916. Until June, 1918, 
fortune was undecided on the western front. The new weapon of tanks, 
which if used in mass might possibly have broken the German line, was 
tried too soon and on too small a scale. The tank was the most original 
invention of the War, and the most effective reply of the shock-troops 
to the improvement in projectiles. To modern infantry the tank is what 
armor was to the mediaeval warrior. And another new aspect of the war 
of 1914-1918 was the fourfold part played by the airplane — ^for recon- 
naissance, bombardment, pursuit, and direct attack on infantry. 

The resoluteness of all the peoples of the British Empire was un- 
breakable. By voluntary enlistment, then by conscription, they raised 
eight million men. All the Dominions, and India herself, rallied to the 
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help of the mother-country. Only in Ireland a minority — ^but, as events 
proved, a potent minority — showred recalcitrance, although at the out- 
break of war Irishmen were moved by the fate of Catholic Belgium. The 
Easter rising of 1916 in Dublin had to be suppressed by armed force, 
with considerable loss of life on both sides. The Sinn Fein rebels in years 
to come became the governing power in Ireland. The cost of the war 
from 1914 to 1918 came to nearly nine milliard pounds, not reckoning two 
milliards lent to Allies, whereas the Napoleonic wars, over twenty-two 
years, had cost only 831 million. Four of these nine milliards were raised 
by income tax during the war years. The rate of tax rose to six shillings 
in the pound, and the super-tax on large incomes went higher still. Food 
had to be rationed. The Government tried to make restrictions weigh 
equally on rich and poor; war burdens were shared much more equitably 
than under Pitt; and the common liberties were respected as far as seemed 
possible. A united nation sustained the war until it was won, not be- 
cause leaders forced them to do so, but because the people themselves be- 
lieved it to be a just war. 

At first there were justifiable complaints from the army that they lacked 
munitions. It was primarily an artillery war, and for this none of the 
belligerents, except perhaps Germany, was prepared. Relations became 
strained between Sir John French, commanding the expeditionary force, 
and Kitchener, the War Minister at home. A coalition Cabinet formed 
in 1915 intrusted the Ministry of Munitions to Lloyd George, who suc- 
ceeded Asquith as Prime Minister after a later Ministerial reconstruction. 
The conduct of the war was handed over to an inner War Cabinet of 
five members, presided over by Lloyd George. An Imperial War Cabinet 
was also summoned which brought together the Dominion Premiers and 
Indian representatives. These innovations did not outlast the war itself. 

The strength of Germany, the courage of her armies, and the danger 
of her power and ambition to the independence of other European na- 
tions, are clearly visible when one reflects that in 1918, after four years of 
war with the most powerful of these, she was far from being vanquished. 
Possibly she would not have been beaten at all without the intervention 
of the United States against her. The German command’s attack on the 
point of juncture between the French and British armies in March, 1918, 
nearly succeeded in separating them and driving the British back to the 
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Channel coast. On March 26th, at Doullens, Marshal Foch was given 
supreme command of the Allied armies. The German onslaughts were 
still formidable, but the rapid arrival of the American divisions afforded 
relief to the Allies and made possible the formation of important re- 
serves. The failure of the German attack in Champagne (an onslaught 
outwitted by a maneuver in which Petain was inspired by the memory 
of Wellington at Torres Vedras), followed by Mangin’s attack at Villers- 
Cotterets on July i8th, marked the moment when “hope changed sides,” 
On August 8th began the counter-offensive of the British, Canadian, and 
Australian forces, and thereafter until November nth, when an armis- 
tice was declared, the forward movement of the Allies was continuous, 
their triumphs uninterrupted. Defeat in the field and revolution at home 
drove the Kaiser into exile in Holland. In the German fleet, where orders 
had been received late in October to make a last desperate sortie, the 
sailors mutinied and refused to obey the order. Rather than leave their 
ships in British hands, the German officers sank their surrendered vessels 
at Scapa Flow, and England was rid of that nightmare, a rival fleet 
in Europe. This, to her, was a prime objective of the war. She had 
achieved others: Mesopotamia, Palestine, the German colonies in Africa 
had all been conquered by her armies or those of her Allies, and these 
territories would now, in various guises, be incorporated in her Empire 
or gravitate around her. 

It was natural enough that so complete a victory, rounding off so stern 
a war, should open the doors to an “orgy of Chauvinism.” The “khaki” 
election soon after the Armistice gave Britain a House of Commons 
elected on a program of retribution. Lloyd George, by adding to claims for 
war damage a claim for the cost of war pensions, raised the reparations 
demanded from Germany to a ludicrously swollen figure. He was also 
the first to promise his Parliament the punishment of “war guilt.” In order 
to induce their peoples to sustain cruel sufferings and inhuman losses, 
all heads of Governments had been forced to overstimulate men’s minds 
to the pitch of folly. It was no longer easy to calm them down. The 
Peace of Versailles was a bad peace. On the pretext of the self-determina- 
tion of peoples, the so-called Big Five sliced up Europe with little or no 
regard to its traditions, history, or economic life. France, refused the 
Rhine frontier by Lloyd George, found herself promised in compensation 
a treaty of alliance which was never ratified. Italy, who had been given 
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definite pledges when she entered the war on the Allied side, was treated 
by British and Americans with an ill-will which bordered on enmity. 
And Germany herself, by a treaty too indulgent for its sternness and too 
stern for its indulgence, was cast into desperation. This, certainly, was not 
the Pax Britannica which had concluded other struggles. 



Chapter XI 


The Post-War Years 


This conflict had disturbed the world more widely and deeply than even 
the Napoleonic wars. Ancient States had vanished, new ones been brought 
into being. The treaties of 1815 may have neglected the forces of nation- 
ality, but those of 1919 resuscitated nationalist forces which had seemed 
extinct. Races and languages emerged from the tombs of the centuries. 
In their anxiety to respect ethical frontiers, the negotiators neglected eco- 
nomic lines of division and laid the world open to universal economic 
crisis. While Russia became a Communist State, Italy and Germany fell 
under dictatorships, and corporative or totalitarian States supplanted the 
parliamentary regimes. These transformations affected England less than 
might have been thought possible. Too original in character to be suscep- 
tible to external influences, she found for the problems of the time solu- 
tions suited to her own nature. Nevertheless, she underwent profound 
political and economic changes. 

In domestic politics the most conspicuous of these changes was a new 
Representation of the People Act which made adult suffrage really uni- 
versal. Passed during the war years, a symbol of national unity, the Act of 
1918 gave the Parliamentary vote to all men over twenty-one and to all 
women over thirty, thus bringing eight million new voters on to the reg- 
ister, six million of whom were women. This was supplemented by an- 
other measure passed a few years later which made the voting age the 
same for women as for men. What suffragette militancy had failed to ob- 
tain, had been won during the war by the devotion and hard work of Eng- 
lish womanhood. Fifteen years’ experience of female suffrage has shown 
that, although women are eligible to sit in Parliament, they are seldom 
chosen; that the electorate becomes more mobile and moves in bulk 
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towards those parties which seem to offer the best safeguards for the 
tranquillity of the home; and that the female elecorate is pacifist and 
susceptible to the conception of collective security. 

A second political fact of importance was the virtual disappearance of 
the Liberal party, which, counting its Whig forerunners, had endured for 
three centuries. In the election of 1924, the Labor party became prepon- 
derant over the Liberals. After that date the latter dwindled continuously, 
and by 1936 it could muster only a handful of members. At least three 
causes could be found for this phenomenon: firsdy, the system of single, 
direct voting by constituencies does not enable opposition parties to di- 
vide their forces. A system of proportional representation might have 
preserved the Liberal party. But such a voting system, more equitable 
though it may be in theory, would have tended to bring weak Govern- 
ments into office, and England had no liking for such. Secondly, the 
Labor party, although originally Socialists and working-class, was not a 
revolutionary party. It was open to many of the Liberal intellectuals. So- 
cialism proper, in England, is found only in the advanced wing of the 
Labor party. And in the third place, as the main political problems had 
been virtually settled to the general satisfaction, it was the problems of 
labor, unemployment, and the division of wealth that became paramount. 
The Labor party, buttressed by the trade-union movement, was more 
representative than the Liberals of the views of the working classes in 
general. 

During the years which followed the war, English politics were dom- 
inated by economics. As after Waterloo, the war of 1914-1918 was fol- 
lowed by a serious industrial slump. The causes of upheaval were the 
same as in 1816: the sudden demobilization of large numbers of men who 
could not recover their places in an altered economic machine; the phe- 
nomenal development of mechanical processes which had been stimu- 
lated by the needs of war; and a Budget inflated by collossal debts in- 
curred during the conflict. The slump of 1920-1931, although it did not 
provoke violence or revolt, was deeper and more dangerous than that of 
1816-1821. For some years it almost looked as if Britain were doomed. 
The running start she had made ahead of her rivals during the nine- 
teenth century had been lost. Her industries were inferior in equipment 
to those of Germany and the United States, and were furthermore handi- 
capped by higher wage-rates than those of the Continent; the trade 
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unions refused to allow these rates to be touched. Her trade was affected 
by the disappearance of consumers in an impoverished world which 
tended to make its units more and more self-sufficing; and on account 
of this shrinkage in international trade her merchant marine lay idle. In 
order to preserve her role as the world’s banker, Britain tried until 1931 
to maintain the gold value of the pound sterling; and this monetary pol- 
icy, theoretically defensible but in practice harmful, was responsible for 
increasing unemployment still further. 

The unemployment problem in England is complicated. The number 
of men and women actually at work did not diminish, but really in- 
creased, after the war. In 1911 there were 12,927,000 men in employment, 
and 5,424,000 women. In 1921 there were 13,656,000 men and 5,701,000 
women. But the total number of citizens seeking work was greater, and 
there was also a displacement of hands. Between 1923 and 1933, over a 
period, that is, of ten years, nearly 1,000,000 workers less were employed 
in the following branches of industry: coal, engineering machinery, naval 
shipbuilding, iron and steel, railways, cotton and wool. But over the same 
period, more hands were required, to the total extent of 1,327,670, in the 
following occupations, among others : wholesale and retail trading, sports, 
hotels and amusements, building trades, electrical trades, road transport, 
book trade and manufacture, motor cars and bicycles, artificial silk. 

Unexpected migrations of labor took place, corresponding to the 
changes in the general nature of the industries thus affected. At the time 
of the industrial revolution the center of gravity shifted from the south 
of England to the north; now the spread of electric power and the petrol 
engine brought the population southward, especially to the neighborhood 
of London itself. The use of these new forces accounted for the serious 
unemployment among coal-mincrs, which was due also to the increased 
coal production achieved in other countries, particularly in Poland. In 
1926 an attempt to lower miners’ wages led to a general strike. News- 
papers ceased to appear, and the Government issued a small official 
newspaper, the British Gazette, and for the time being annexed the wire- 
less broadcasting service. Thus controlling public opinion, supported by 
the majority of the country, and helped out by numerous volunteers who 
cooperated with the police and insured the food supply for the large 
towns, the Conservative Government defeated the strike movement. 

With the numbers of unemployed standing at over one and a half 
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million, the unemployment-insurance system broke down and had to be 
replaced by a subsidy method of relief, known as the “dole,” which threw 
heavy burdens on the budget. A Labor Government under Ramsay Mac- 
Donald, which returned to power in 1929, was no more successful than 
the Conservatives had been in overcoming the slump and the problem of 
the workicss. In both America and Europe capitalists were losing faith in 
Britain’s future. There was a flight of gold from London. At this pace, 
bankruptcy was not far ahead. MacDonald came to feel that a National 
Government would inspire more confidence, and without having been 
defeated in Parliament, which in any case was not sitting, he tendered 
his resignation (1931). He was at once intrusted with the formation of 
a coalition Cabinet with a strong Conservative clement, over which he 
presided until 1935, when the Conservative leader, Stanley Baldwin, took 
his place, retaining the National form. 

Between 1931 and 1935 the rapid re-establishment of British economic 
stability surprised even the most optimistic. It was due in great measure 
to the cool heads of the people themselves, but also to an energetic Chan- 
cellor of the Exchequer, Neville Chamberlain. The methods used were 
simple. Firstly, Britain abandoned the gold standard of the pound. This 
was not followed by any important rise in wage costs. Prices in England 
dropped to levels lower than those of countries still on the gold stand- 
ard, and thus favored export trade. The fluctuations of the pound had 
been followed by the Scandinavian countries. South America, and to 
some extent by the United States, and a sterling bloc thus came into 
existence within which London was able to continue as a supreme bank- 
ing center. Secondly, Free Trade was finally abandoned. At the Ottawa 
Conference in 1932, British statesmen invited the Dominions to make 
economic agreements with the mother-country. But the Dominions were 
not enthusiastic, and this failure obliged British Ministers to look else- 
where for a solution of their problems in an internal reorganization. 
Protective tariffs enabled manufacturers in many fields (at heavy cost 
to France and Germany) to recover British markets; and great efforts 
were made to revive home agriculture and stock-breeding. Thirdly, the 
Budget was balanced, thanks to the courageous acceptance of economies 
in expenditure and of fresh taxation. A policy of cheap money enabled 
the building trades to enjoy a period of great prosperity. Two million 
new houses were built between 1919 and 1933. And all these measures 
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had fortunate results. Unemployment was still far from being van- 
quished, but the evil began to dwindle. 

Has the time come, then, to record the death of the individualist. 
Free Trade, Imperial England? And the birth of a new England, self- 
contained and protectionist? The truth is simpler. In the nineteenth 
century the different level of European civilization from that of the rest 
of the world had caused a large, steady flow of trade, which had fos- 
tered the fortune of a continent and of a doctrine. The force of this 
current was bound to diminish, and the World War hastened the 
change of conditions. When England suddenly encountered an economic 
hurricane, she took in sail. In a time of world-wide confusion, she 
found it advantageous to bring production and consumption into a 
compact and controllable group. It was a compromise rather than a 
conversion. 

By compromise also England was able to preserve her Empire, the 
disintegration of which was proclaimed by many Continental observers 
about 1925. During the war, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and 
South Africa had poured forth men and money to help the mother- 
country. But they had agreed to do so as separate States. In the newly 
founded League of Nations they demanded representation distinct from 
that of Great Britain. The second Statute of Westminster in 1931 declared 
that the British Parliament would no longer be entided to legislate for 
the Dominions; that the rights of making peace or war, as also of ne- 
gotiating treaties, would appertain to the Dominions in so far as their 
concerns were in question; and that the Dominion Prime Ministers 
would derive their authority direct from the Crown. The Crown was 
thenceforth the sole official link between Britain and the nations com- 
posing the British Commonwealth. By the treaty of 1921 Ireland like- 
wise had been given a separate status, as the Irish Free State, although 
northern Ireland was excepted and retained a close British connection. 
Between 1922 and 1931, under Cosgrave’s presidency, Ireland accepted 
this position, but when Eamon de Valera succeeded him, the bonds were 
gradually loosened. Ireland no longer acknowledged the link of the 
Crown, was not represented at British ceremonies, and acted as an in- 
dependent State. In 1936 Britain signed a treaty with Egypt which as- 
sured that country her freedom, and British troops, leaving the fortress 
of Cairo, defended only the Suez Canal. 
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British foreign policy since the war has conformed to the country’s 
traditions. England still strove, as for four centuries past, to maintain 
the balance of power in Europe. Just as she upheld France against the 
Continental allies after Waterloo, so, after 1919, she was afraid of en- 
feebling Germany excessively, and in the international conferences fre- 
quently fought Germany’s battle. French demands that the League of 
Nations should be organized to defend its decisions, if need be, by 
force, were countered by successive British Governments with the idea of 
moral constraint. Meanwhile fervent propaganda, carried out all over 



the country by the League of Nations Union and supported by the 
Churches, gradually engendered a mystical concept known as “Geneva.” 
When Italy in 1935 overran Abyssinia, a wave of sentiment rose in 
England, reinforcing a sudden revival of the Imperial sense, and then, 
for the first time, it was Britain who proposed the application of the 
sanctions provided for by the pact. These measures failed; Italy suc- 
ceeded in her African enterprise. And as progress in aviation has lessened 
the value of naval bases such as Malta, or even Gibraltar, a compromise 
between Britain, France, and Italy will doubtless be necessary to insure 
peace in the Mediterranean. Besides, the mastery of the air will speedily 
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become more important than that of the sea, and this completely trans- 
forms the problems of Imperial defenses. Probably for a few decades 
longer, the navy will be able to protect Britain’s distant possessions; but 
any colony near Europe will be at the mercy of enemy air forces. Two 
results ensue: Britain, whether she likes it or no, will find herself more 
and more involved with the Continent of Europe; and she will find 
herself forced to acquire, by her own efforts and those of her allies, that 
margin of security in the air which she has so long kept on the seas. 

The shift from rural to urban life had caused much suffering in the 
earlier part of the nineteenth century; a hundred years later the growth 
of road transport and of working-class leisure brought about a revival 
of rural or open-air life. The great new roads of the country were filled 
with motor-cars, large and small, motor-cycles, pedal bicycles, to an 
extent that showed unmistakably a leveling of social classes. The seaside, 
the riverside, the swimming-pool saw something like a resuscitation of 
the old “Merry England,’* with gramophone and wireless taking the 
place of lute and virginal. Relaxed conventions enabled young men and 
young women to enjoy these delights together. Novelists, playwrights, 
and scientists combined to emancipate a large proportion of England’s 
youth from the Victorian repressions. The London theater nowadays 
is as bold as in the days of Wycherley or Congreve. Novelists like D. H. 
Lawrence and Aldous Huxley exhibit the frankness of the new Georgian 
age, and also the Puritan inheritance of seriousness, the transformation 
of religious radicalism into a radicalism of politics, pacifism, and sexual 
morality. But it should not be overlooked, in commenting on such 
writers, that their books are read only by a minority, and that through- 
out the Empire vast numbers of men and women remain loyal to the 
religious and moral standards of the past century. 

If modern England, more than any other country, remains a free 
country, and can tolerate extremes of thought without imperiling the 
national order, this is because she accepts certain established frameworks, 
certain age-old traditions. The King and the royal family retain their 
prestige intact, and throughout a century it was enhanced by the 
mythical industry and care of the old Queen Victoria, by the common 
sense of Edward VII, by the noble simplicity of George V. The Labor 
party and the Conservative party are at one in their recognition of the 
constitutional monarch as a useful and respected arbiter. Every night 
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in places of entertainment, “God Save the King” is listened to by stand- 
ing, silent audiences, a reminder of collective discipline. At Christmas, 
thanks to wireless, King George V was able to address his people in 
their homes in every part of his realm and Dominions. His Jubilee in 
1935, and his death in January, 1936, gave opportunities to all the peoples 
of the Empire to demonstrate their loyalty and appreciate their own 
unity. 

How concrete and powerful this traditional England was became 
manifest in the uprising of public opinion which, in December, 1936, 
suddenly brought about the abdication of King Edward VIII. His father, 
George V, and his mother, Queen Mary, had enhanced the prestige of 
the monarchy by the simplicity and dignity of their life. King George’s 
jubilee in 1935, and his funeral early in 1936, had enabled all the peo- 
ples of the Empire to demonstrate their loyalty; and Edward VIII 
himself, at the outset of his reign, was invested with an almost universal 
sympathy. England seemed to rejoice at finding in him a modern and 
vital sovereign who, on the day of his accession, had come to his capital 
by airplane and had shown no less interest in visiting the homes of the 
unemployed than the mansions of the great. But the day came when 
The Times applied to him the phrase of Tacitus: Omnium consensu 
capax Imperii nisi imperasset” 

Before the reign of Edward VIII had lasted ten months, his subjects 
at home and overseas became aware, by persistent rumor and through the 
American newspapers, that their King proposed to marry an American, 
Mrs. Ernest Simpson, who was about to obtain her second divorce. The 
Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, was beset by messages of warning and 
anxiety. He requested an audience of the King and laid before him the 
dangers of any such decision. The sovereign’s right to marry a foreigner, 
as so many of his ancestors had done, would not have been questioned, 
but a vast majority of his subjects refused to admit the idea of his mar- 
riage with a woman twice divorced. The King himself, alive to these 
difficulties, suggested a morganatic union. But English law did not admit 
of this expedient, and neither the British Government nor any Dominion 
Government was prepared to pass legislation for that purpose. It was 
considered by them all that such a marriage would gravely impair the 
authority of the Crown. Irreconcilable factions would come into being. 
Far from remaining a universally accepted arbiter, a link between the 
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component parts of the Empire, the King would actually become a cause 
of dissidence and scandal. 

Early in December, 1936, the dispute was brought out into the open, 
and for a day or two public opinion wavered. Popular newspapers ac- 
cused the Government, the Church, and the aristocracy of hypocritically 
defending an outmoded moral code, and demonstrators were seen in the 
streets shouting “We want our King!” But even in London these crowds 
were insignificant, and the great silent masses in the provinces, in Wales 
and Scotland and the Dominions, soon made it plain to their representa- 
tives that they shared the view of the British Cabinet. A majority of Brit- 
ish and Imperial citizens required the King to choose between his crown 
and this marriage. Parliament showed admirable self-discipline during 
the crisis, and supported the Prime Minister’s firmness with no reserva- 
tions. Edward VIII himself desired abdication. “I am ready to go,” he 
had told Baldwin. He made no attempt to transform this emotional 
drama into a political intrigue. After his abdication on December ii, 1936, 
when he was succeeded by his brother under the title of George VI, he 
broadcast a message to his former subjects from Windsor, in which he 
explained his action and, in moving terms, declared his loyalty to the 
new sovereign. “God save the King, although 1 be not he,” Shakespeare 
had written in “Richard the Second.” 

This strange drama, the like of which England had not seen before, 
showed that the monarchy was still important enough for the public 
to require the royal family to have the representative virtues, that parlia- 
mentary institutions were still capable of insuring that great changes 
should be carried out with dignity, order, and sound sense, and finally 
that, in grave circumstances, the mother-country and the Dominions 
could take concerted action with ease, speed, and secrecy. Just as a sick 
man sometimes finds himself more vigorous than he was before his 
illness, so the British Empire emerged from this crisis with increased 
confidence in its laws and in itself. The strength of the roots was all the 
more manifest for the violence of the storm that shook the tree. 
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Conclusion 


The history of England is that of one of mankind’s outstanding suc- 
cesses. It is the history of how certain Saxon and Danish tribes, isolated on 
an island on the outer rim of Europe, merging with the Celtic and 
Roman survivors and organized by adventurers from Normandy, became 
with the passing centuries the masters of one-third of this planet. It is 
instructive to probe the secret of a destiny as fortunate and impressive 
as that of ancient Rome. 

The racial blend was aptly measured, the climate healthy, and the soil 
fertile. Local assemblies had implanted in village communities a sense 
of public debate, and also of compromise. But these customs would 
doubtless have fallen into desuetude, as happened elsewhere, had it not 
been for the conquest by the Normans. To the strong authority of the 
Conqueror and his successors, both Norman and Angevin, the English 
owed the benefits of sound justice and their heightened respect for law. 
Shielded by the sea from their Continental neighbors, and thereby set 
free from the fears which paralyzed so many statesmen in France, they 
were able with comparative safety to improve upon their original institu- 
tions. By a sequence of fortunate chances they slowly discovered certain 
simple conditions which assured them at once of their security and their 
liberty. 

In the time of the Saxon Kingdoms, the English sovereigns collaborated 
with a Council, and strove to obtain for their acts the approval of the 
most powerful men in the land. Their successors did likewise, and Eng- 
land never knew an absolute monarchy. When the effective forces shifted 
from their proper place, sovereigns or skillful Ministers consulted and 
rallied the several “estates” of the realm. The best ecclesiastics were 
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their Ministers; the barons, then the squires, became their officials; the 
burgesses and notables became their “faithful Commons.” As political 
maturity advanced, the lords, knights, smaller landowners, merchants, 
artisans and farmers were in turn called upon to participate in the re- 
sponsibilities of power, until at last, not many years ago now, the working- 
class party itself became “His Majesty’s Opposition,” and then assumed 
power. Having thus transmuted successive groups of potential malcon- 
tents into active collaborators, the rulers of England were able to grant 
the people a measure of freedom which expanded as their sense of security 
deepened. 

Two supremely valuable virtues insured a tranquil evolution in England 
— continuity, and flexibility. Balfour once remarked that it was better to 
do something absurd which had always been done, than to do a wise 
thing which had never been done before. Today as always, England is 
ruled by precedent. After ten centuries the landed aristocracy remains 
a benevolent magistrature. The monarchy, Parliament, the universities, 
are all faithful to mediaeval tradition and usage. But the adaptive powers 
of the English people are equal to their conservatism. The ancient institu- 
tions always acknowledge and accept the newer powers. There has 
never been a real revolution in England. The short-lived risings which 
mark the stages in her history were only passing waves on a great 
sea, and the “glorious Revolution of 1688” simply an exchange of 
signatures. 

Chance results have been made use of by England’s statesmen, rather 
in the way that great artists seize and perpetuate a fortunate expression 
or feature. We saw how the association between knights and burgesses, 
and then the deliberate abstention of the clergy, led to the formation of 
a Parliament composed of two distinct Houses. Before long the kings 
depended for their financial resources on that Parliament’s goodwill. In 
France or Spain sovereigns might forcibly raise taxes imposed without 
consent. But the English soon realized that their freedom was bound up 
with the maintenance of two protective axioms — no perpetual taxation, 
and no royal army unduly strong. Touching these two points, they clashed 
with, and defeated, the Stuart dynasty. With Parliament here victorious, 
it remained to find a means of drawing forth an executive power from 
this legislative assembly. An opportune chance, in the accession of the 
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Hanoverian dynasty, here made possible the system of a Cabinet re- 
sponsible to the Parliamentary body. Finally, the prudence of the aristoc- 
racy and the political shrewdness of its leaders, made possible the peaceful 
transformation of a country gentlemen’s club into a great national assem- 
bly. Thus came about the slow formation of a mode of government which 
is not, as Europe often believed it was, an abstract system with universal 
validity, but an amalgam of devices which, in that particular country 
and for particular historical reasons, have proved successful. 

An insular and remote situation, and perhaps climatic influences, 
brought about a religious breach with Rome; and this rupture was in 
its turn an initial cause of the formation of a British Empire. Prolonged 
religious conflict created a type of courageous, resolute Protestant, who 
yielded to nobody, and preferred to quit his own country and settle in 
distant lands to which he gave an Anglo-Saxon population. The survival 
of this Empire was assured by the mastery of the seas, which England 
wrested from Spain, France, Holland, and Germany in succession, gain- 
ing that supremacy because, thanks to her geographical position, she was 
able to concentrate so much of her resources upon her fleet. That Empire 
might well have disappeared, at one time or another, if not by conquest 
from without, at least through explosion from within. But the loss of 
the American Colonies gave home Governments a lesson in moderation. 
England had evolved Parliament and the Cabinet; encountering by chance 
the idea of an Imperial federation of free States, she applied it by common 
sense. Within the Empire, as in its home boundaries, the British Govern- 
ment now hardly desires to maintain its authority save by consent of 
the peoples governed. The difficult problem of India, and later that of the 
colonies, will probably be solved by progressive solutions of similar kind. 

Will the success of English compromise endure? Can a mode of gov- 
ernance based on the amicable struggle of rival parties survive in the 
face of totalitarian States, where unity of command bestows more swift- 
ness in decision? To answer that question is not for the historian, whose 
task it is to describe the past, not to forecast the future. But he can ob- 
serve that the clash of class or faction, deadly in other countries, is less 
perilous in England, because there the habit of disciplined assent to the 
decisions of a majority is as old as the juries of the Norman Kings, and 
also because, beneath surface conflicts of opinion, the deeper unity of 
the nation appears to be indestructible. Classes are sundered by fairly 
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reconcilable interests, not by memories or passions. Intellect and elo- 
quence, so potent in dividing other countries, have less hold on the 
English spirit than an instinctive, traditional wisdom. Respect for the past 
is widespread amongst Englishmen, and their history, crystallized in 
numerous customs, lives in their midst. On sea and land and in the air, 
England has great armaments; but the strength of her people springs 
equally from the kindly, disciplined, trusting and tenacious character 
molded by a thousand years of happy fortune. 
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